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Preface 


Discussing one of his favorite subjects, james buchanan, 
several years ago, the late Philip S. Klein mentioned some of the 
difficulties he faced writing a comprehensive account of the fif¬ 
teenth president’s public career. Among them was shaping an enor¬ 
mous mass of notes and documents he had collected over more 
than a decade into a readable narrative. His original typescript, 
Klein recalled, was a huge mass of paper, perhaps fifteen hundred 
pages in all. After the director of the Pennsylvania State University 
Press examined the draft Klein submitted in two big cardboard 
boxes, he sent it back with this injunction: “Cut it by half. No one 
will ever want to read this much about James Buchanan.” 

Philip Klein followed his editor’s advice and produced an in¬ 
formed, highly sympathetic biography that remains the standard 
work on Buchanan, even though it has failed to change Buchanan’s 
low standing in the presidential pantheon. Surprisingly, given its 
thrust, Klein’s work never generated much dialogue about James 
Buchanan’s conduct in the White House. Since the publication of 
Klein’s biography, President James Buchanan, in 1962, shelves of 
new books have been written on the sectional conflict, the political 
crisis of the 1850s, partisan realignment, secession, and the coming 
of the Civil War. But aside from Elbert Smith’s pithy contribution 
to the University of Kansas Press series on the presidency, little 
of this literature has focused on Buchanan’s presidency. Conse¬ 
quently, when a friend of Franklin and Marshall College proposed 
convening a symposium to mark the two hundredth anniversary of 
the Sage of Wheatland’s birth, the idea jelled. Some of the leading 
historians of the Civil War era convened in Lancaster for two days 
in September 1991 to discuss James Buchanan’s life and times. A 
selection of these papers, together with one that was specifically 
commissioned for this volume and the transcript of a lively panel 
discussion featuring four distinguished historians of the 1850s, are 
published here on the premise that there really is more to say about 
James Buchanan and antebellum political culture. 

* * * 


9 





10 


PREFACE 


Although the participants at the Lancaster symposium occasion¬ 
ally agreed to disagree about James Buchanan’s presidential stew¬ 
ardship, most of them affirmed the consensus among current 
scholars that Buchanan belongs much closer to the bottom than 
the top of the list of American presidents. William E. Gienapp’s 
‘“No Bed of Roses’: James Buchanan, Abraham Lincoln, and 
Presidential Leadership in the Civil War Era,” makes one of the 
most straightforward arguments along these lines. Gienapp re¬ 
minds us that long experience in government is no guarantee a 
new president will make the right moves—any more than limited 
experience assures failure. Gienapp faults Buchanan’s manage¬ 
ment of his cabinet, his conduct of foreign affairs, his dealings 
with political allies and rivals, distribution of patronage, and major 
legislative initiatives, particularly in contrast with Abraham Lin¬ 
coln’s handling of these same matters. Whether the cause was po¬ 
litical myopia, spitefulness, or simple miscalculation (and Gienapp 
suggests each of these factors was relevant at different times), Bu¬ 
chanan as president exacerbated rather than soothed sectional 
tensions. 

Focusing on one aspect of a presidency—management of the 
press—Mark Summers offers a similarly harsh assessment of a 
president who was partly hapless, partly foolish, and almost always 
frustrated by his inability to control even Democratic newspapers 
in a turbulent time. It was not that Buchanan was inattentive to 
the need for a favorable press, Summers notes. But the president 
lacked the resources to support all claimants to printing contracts 
and patronage appointments, and needlessly alienated such long¬ 
time allies as Philadelphia’s John Forney. Unfortunately for Bu¬ 
chanan, the 1850s witnessed the increasing independence of major 
metropolitan newspapers. Regardless of his ministrations, he was 
unlikely to enjoy the kind of loyalty that a predecessor like Andrew 
Jackson found so helpful in fighting his own battles in the 1830s. 
Moreover, Buchanan’s major policy initiatives—notably his sup¬ 
port for the notorious Lecompton Constitution in Kansas—were 
self-inflicted wounds so far as the press was concerned. Many 
otherwise loyal Northern Democratic newspapermen simply could 
not follow the administration’s harsh line on Kansas, nor his bitter 
attacks on Illinois Senator Stephen A. Douglas. In the end, Sum¬ 
mers concludes, Buchanan’s attempts at news management boom- 
eranged on him, showing him to be a “weak, treacherous, and 
ungrateful” party leader. 

Robert E. May, by contrast, credits Buchanan with consistency 
and common sense in his conduct of foreign policy in the Carib- 
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bean—in particular, in his opposition to filibustering in Nicaragua. 
Based on a close examination of public documents, May demon¬ 
strates that Buchanan’s rhetoric was matched by orders to civilian 
and military officials to restrain the filibustering efforts of William 
Walker and others. Buchanan’s behavior, in this reading, was en¬ 
tirely principled, and it cost him some of his Southern support. 
May does not assert that Buchanan merits a higher ranking among 
presidents than he has generally received, but on the more limited 
question of whether the president’s Caribbean policy exposed him 
as a lackey of the slave power. May argues forcefully that the 
president was not guilty. 

Two final papers enrich the historiography of the political crisis 
of the 1850s. In “Another Look at the Election of 1856,” Michael 
F. Holt provides a fresh look at the dynamics of a three-way cam¬ 
paign, with particular focus on the American Party. Holt observes 
that it is too easy in hindsight to dismiss Millard Fillmore’s candi¬ 
dacy as hopeless as soon as the Northern wing of the “Know- 
Nothings” bolted from the party’s February 1856 national conven¬ 
tion. Fillmore and many of his supporters believed he could still 
win the election, and they were not foolish to believe so. But a 
variety of events and circumstances, Holt shows, ranging from 
the resilience of older party loyalties to the lack of an energizing 
American Party issue in 1856, to spectacularly polarizing events 
like Bleeding Kansas and Bleeding Sumner, all undercut the poten¬ 
tial for a Unionist Party’s success. Holt’s essay sheds light on the 
Americans’ delicate courtship of the nativist Know-Nothings, on 
the basis for Robert Toombs’s surprisingly moderate Kansas bill 
in 1856, and on the failure of the Americans to energize a grass¬ 
roots constituency as the Republicans were so effectively doing in 
the North. 

In his reassessment of the election of 1860, Peter Knupfer places 
noncandidate James Buchanan at the center rather than the periph¬ 
ery of the action. Buchanan’s policies, Knupfer argues, presaged 
an electoral revolution in 1860, manifest in the end of Jacksonian 
politics and the emergence of a new political order dominated by 
a sectionally based party, the Republicans. They provided the 
“spark” for Republican activism and increasing Republican appeal 
in the North, culminating in the election of a president who repre¬ 
sented a dramatic shift in leadership style and political values from 
the old-war horse then inhabiting the White House. For Knupfer, 
a student of generational politics, Buchanan was a symbol of the 
“declining Jacksonian generation.” His feckless policies, heavy- 
handed disposition of the patronage, and insensitivity to corruption 
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that was rampant in his own administration contributed to the pub¬ 
lic’s disenchantment with politics as usual and its willingness to 
sweep away the old regime. “Few presidents,” Knupfer concludes, 
“have equaled Buchanan’s record for misjudging public opinion 
and rigidly insulating the White House from the trend of national 
events.” 

Such a harsh assessment would face challenge by Philip S. Klein, 
but it is reinforced in the comments of Kenneth Stampp, Elbert 
Smith, and Don Fehrenbacher in the panel discussion that con¬ 
cludes this volume. None of these scholars credits Buchanan with 
the vision, flexibility, or generosity of spirit that was essential were 
any president to hold a divided republic together. Not only did 
President Buchanan fail to conciliate a critical constituency in his 
own party—the Douglas Democrats—he demanded it accede to 
his approach to the sectional issue and punished otherwise faithful 
Democrats who on this issue of principle refused to go along. At 
the same time, Stampp and Fehrenbacher suggest that Buchanan’s 
leadership during the secession crisis was probably as good as it 
could have been under the circumstances. He conceded no essen¬ 
tial point about the rights and responsibilities of the federal govern¬ 
ment, and he was able to hand over power to Abraham Lincoln 
with the Union still intact and Fort Sumter still flying the American 
flag. Another participant in the panel discussion, Robert Johann- 
sen, joined the defense of Buchanan’s management of the secession 
crisis as part of a broader-based argument that Buchanan’s presi¬ 
dency merits a more sympathetic assessment than the other panel¬ 
ists were prepared to offer. 

No short book could do justice to all the issues relevant to the 
Buchanan presidency, and this one makes no claim to comprehen¬ 
siveness. The contributors to this volume have, however, provided 
a thoughtful and often provocative contribution to the ongoing 
dialogue about a critically important period in the nation’s history. 

* * * 

The Buchanan Conference and this book were made possible by 
the inspiration of William MacKinnon of Bloomfield Hills, 
Michigan (himself a student of the Buchanan presidency) and by 
the hard work of many people. Of those individuals, Dr. David 
Stameshkin, then executive assistant to the President at Franklin 
and Marshall College, merits special appreciation. Stameshkin was 
the indispensable figure in assuring the success of the conference 
and in supporting publication of a selection of its proceedings. John 
C. C. Loose, former president of the Lancaster County Histori- 
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cal Society, provided thoughtful counsel in the planning stages 
and, during our conference, exemplary hospitality at the society. 
Wheatland’s executive director, Sally Cahalan, was similarly 
helpful during the planning process and graciously opened 
Buchanan’s magnificent home to conference participants. Dr. Rich¬ 
ard Kneedler, president of Franklin and Marshall College, provided 
support in kind and cash for the project. A generous grant from the 
Pennsylvania Humanities Council helped underwrite the Buchanan 
conference and publication of this book. The Pennsylvania Histori¬ 
cal Association granted permission to reprint a version of the panel 
discussion that was originally published in the July 1993 number 
of Pennsylvania History. My thanks go to editor William Pencak 
of Penn State University for his encouragement and support. The 
Special Collections Department of Spahr Library, Dickinson Col¬ 
lege, Carlisle, Pennsylvania, has graciously supplied many of the 
illustrations in the book. 

Finally, I want to acknowledge my former student, Scott Web¬ 
ster, for research assistance early in the gestation of this project; 
my department secretary, Joy Sunderland McDannell, who pro¬ 
vided essential technical assistance in the latter stages of produc¬ 
tion; and my student research assistant, Adam Fernandez, who 
helped track down illustrations, assisted with the bibliography, and 
cheerfully performed many other chores as we moved this work 
toward publication. My wife, Robin Wagner-Birkner, has, as al¬ 
ways, been an invaluable accomplice. 


James Buchanan 
and the Political Crisis 
of the 1850s 


Introduction: Getting to Know James 
Buchanan, Again 

Michael J. Birkner 


Pennsylvania’s only president is today not considered 
much of an advertisement for Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania politi¬ 
cians, or the presidency. Even in places like Carlisle (where he 
attended college) and Lancaster (where he spent most of his life), 
it is difficult to ignore the stigma attached to his name. 

Buchanan is perhaps best remembered, or misremembered, as 
the weak-kneed, dough-faced president who allowed the South to 
break up the Union. “Poor, foolish, Buchanan!” wrote Samuel Eliot 
Morison in The Oxford History of the American People. He 
“prayed and twittered and did nothing” while the states of the Deep 
South seceded in 1860-61, thereby setting the stage for a terrible 
Civil war. Buchanan, Henry Steele Commager wrote two decades 
ago, was “by universal consent the worst president in the history 
of the country.” 1 

Even historians who question the validity of Commager’s state¬ 
ment tend not to argue the point too vigorously. The consensus in 
the profession holds that Buchanan was, as president, a failure. In 
the latest polls of historians on American presidents, Buchanan is 
ranked at the bottom, along with Warren Harding, Andrew John¬ 
son, and Ulysses S. Grant. 2 The most influential recent scholarly 
accounts of Buchanan’s administration, among them Michael 
Holt’s The Political Crisis of the 1850s, Mark Summers’s The Plun¬ 
dering Generation, and Kenneth M. Stampp’s America in 1857, are 
highly unflattering to Buchanan. Holt and Summers, for example, 
portray Buchanan’s single term in the White House as politically 
disastrous and extraordinarily corrupt. While neither historian 
charges Buchanan with taking bribes or knowingly engaging in 
corrupt acts, both say that Buchanan set a low moral standard in 
office. Both suggest that widespread revulsion among reform- 
minded Americans toward the Buchanan administration contrib¬ 
uted significantly to the Republicans’ victory in the election of 
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1860. For his part, Stampp argues that Buchanan’s bumbling was 
the Republican Party’s best political weapon. 3 Textbook interpreta¬ 
tions of the 1850s—for example, David Herbert Donald’s Liberty 
and Union —follow a similar track. 4 

There are two notable exceptions to this consensus on Bu¬ 
chanan’s failings as chief executive. One is the impressive Bu¬ 
chanan biography published in 1962 by Philip S. Klein. The other 
is John Updike’s meditation on Pennsylvania’s only president, first 
in the play Buchanan Dying and more recently the novel, Memo¬ 
ries of the Ford Administration. 5 

Both authors defend Buchanan from the derision of Morison 
and Commager and their contemporary, Allan Nevins. 6 Klein and 
Updike, in their respective works, suggest that Buchanan’s presi¬ 
dency has been underestimated, and that he has been unfairly stig¬ 
matized by a crisis he neither created nor exacerbated. During 
the secession crisis of 1860-61, each argues, Buchanan performed 
about as well as possible under extraordinary trying circum¬ 
stances—indeed, performed as well as Abraham Lincoln could 
have done or did. As Klein portrays it, Buchanan’s policy in 1861 
was Lincoln’s policy, and Lincoln’s policy was Buchanan’s. 7 

* * * 

In their sympathetic reading of Buchanan’s behavior in the final 
months of his presidency and, for that matter, throughout a long 
and active political career, Klein and Updike populate a small 
fraternity. To appreciate the context for Buchanan’s historical 
reputation, consider some of the adjectives historians have used 
in describing or characterizing him during his long political career. 
On the positive side, Buchanan is considered “able,” “prudent,” 
“shrewd,” “judicious,” “urbane,” “canny,” and “engaging.” Words 
like “courageous,” “principled,” “visionary,” or “honest” are ab¬ 
sent from published works about Buchanan, but he does enjoy 
respect for his evident ability and, virtually all scholars agree, was 
well credentialed for the presidency. 8 

At the same time, a host of other adjectives—one might even 
say epithets—are used to depict a less than admirable figure. Bu¬ 
chanan, several historians suggest, was a “supple” politician. The 
suggestion here is that his known pragmatism sometimes slid into 
sheer expedience, and that his “cautious” nature was really an 
“ever cautious” or even “timid” character. Buchanan was not sim¬ 
ply “proud,” but “self important” and “pompous”; not simply so¬ 
licitous of colleagues or acquaintances, but “obsequious”; not 
merely “careful,” but “shifty,” “wily,” or “untrustworthy”; not sim- 
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ply interested in a good appearance, but “fussy, “old-maidish,” and 
“vain.” One historian, the Jacksonian scholar Robert V. Remini, 
dismisses Buchanan as “a born busybody.” 9 

Contemporaries were often even harsher. And even if one dis¬ 
counts some of this commentary because it was offered by men 
not sympathetic to Buchanan’s politics, the fact remains that even 
Buchanan’s allies knew him through a faintly contemptuous nick¬ 
name. Andrew Jackson was “The Old Hero” to his supporters; 
Abraham Lincoln was “the railsplitter”; Stephen A. Douglas was 
“The Little Giant.” Even Martin Van Buren, the consummate wire¬ 
puller, was respected. “The Sly Fox,” he was called. Buchanan, by 
contrast, was best known as “The Old Public Functionary.” 10 

Not even so portentous an event as the bicentennial of Bu¬ 
chanan’s birth affected his tarnished reputation. Still, to ac¬ 
knowledge a stigma is not to say that something fresh cannot be 
unearthed or argued about any notable historical figure, including 
James Buchanan. Even for historians who cannot embrace the 
sympathetic spin on Buchanan’s career offered by Philip S. Klein, 
there is something in Buchanan that commands attention. That 
something is success. Like him or not, Buchanan was a formidable 
figure. He was a capable lawyer, a shrewd diplomat, and one of 
only forty-one Americans who have ever held the first office in the 
land, the presidency of the United States. 11 

* * * 

James Buchanan was born on 23 April 1791, near Mercersburg, 
Pennsylvania, of Scots Irish immigrant parents. His father, James, 
Sr., prospered, first as a farmer, then a businessman, and encour¬ 
aged his eldest son to attend college in Carlisle in order to prepare 
for a career as a lawyer. Although all evidence suggests that James 
felt emotionally much closer to his mother, James Buchanan, Sr., 
nonetheless taught his son the importance of hard work. 12 

James Buchanan entered Dickinson College in September 1807 
and graduated two years later. Buchanan’s Dickinson experience 
is not well documented. According to Philip Klein, Buchanan was 
a good, even brilliant student, but annoyingly conceited and some¬ 
times simply obnoxious. Apparently some of these latter qualities 
grated on college faculty and administration, because in 1808 Bu¬ 
chanan was briefly suspended from Dickinson for “disorderly con¬ 
duct,” and permitted to return only after the intercession of a 
friend of the family, the Reverend John King, who served as a 
Dickinson trustee. 13 
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Even then the young man did not fully learn his lesson. Ap¬ 
proaching graduation from Dickinson in 1809, Buchanan pressed 
college authorities to give him and his friends certain honors, but 
he was rebuffed and even denied the honors he had in fact earned. 
It is not surprising, in this context, to learn that Buchanan had 
little to do with his alma mater in subsequent years, though he did 
continue to associate with Dickinsonians in politics, and a number 
of Dickinson alumni, including two future United States Supreme 
Court justices, were in his circle of friends. 14 

Although the Dickinson years were not necessarily happy ones 
for James Buchanan, they did leave an impress on him. According 
to Philip S. Klein, Buchanan at Dickinson learned a respect for 
law and property, qualities that would complement his essentially 
conservative philosophy of life and politics. At Dickinson, too, 
Buchanan “developed a respectful attitude toward religion” and 
a deep-seated, if semiconscious, commitment to playing peace¬ 
maker. Philip S. Klein says that while Buchanan as a student freely 
made fun of President Robert Davidson because of the latter’s 
solemnity, formality, and vanity, as a mature adult Buchanan in¬ 
creasingly resembled Davidson, especially in his desire to “settle 
disputes without force” and to “solve problems by a friendly meet¬ 
ing of the minds.” 15 

Buchanan’s true vocation, however, was not law as a force for 
conflict resolution but, rather, politics. Politics in early nineteenth- 
century America was not at all pacific; it was, rather, a rough-and- 
tumble game. Politicians had to be able to hold their own in a 
rowdy arena. They had to take hard verbal shots and, on occasion, 
be prepared for roughhousing. 16 Examples of politicians wrestling 
with one another, pushing one another, even stabbing and shooting 
one another are commonplace in the early republic. According to 
legend, Andrew Jackson made friends with Thomas Hart Benton 
only after nearly being killed by Benton and his cronies in a bar¬ 
room brawl. There are many readily verifiable examples of may¬ 
hem in the halls of Congress and on the political stump. 17 Buchanan 
himself was unlikely to put anyone in a bear hug or bite another 
politician’s ear. But his skin had to be tough enough to weather 
frequent sharp assaults on his character and his politics, and by 
all evidence, it was. 

As an ambitious young lawyer and politician in Lancaster, Bu¬ 
chanan revealed himself less for vision or brilliance than for tireless 
and painstaking preparation, shrewd parry and thrust, and sheer 
competence. Combined with his affability and easy repartee with a 
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cigar in his mouth and a drink in his hand, these qualities propelled 
Buchanan upward in Pennsylvania politics. 18 

Buchanan’s appearance is always raised when his politics is dis¬ 
cussed. The best-known portraits of Buchanan that survive repre¬ 
sent an older and less vigorous man than Buchanan was, and tend 
to emphasize his foppishness rather than his vitality. 19 Young or old, 
Buchanan had a distinctive and perhaps a peculiar appearance— 
highlighted by his set of mismatched eyes, one blue, the other 
hazel. Myopia in one eye, moreover, necessitated that he tilt his 
head and neck forward and sideways to compensate for his visual 
impairment. This posture was not necessarily a handicap, because 
it conveyed the impression that Buchanan was particularly solici¬ 
tous of whomever he was talking with at the time. 20 

Buchanan’s personal charm was real and it was not irrelevant to 
his political advancement. He could not have so readily risen from 
the ashes of the Federalist Party to which he gave his youthful 
allegiance had he not been pleasant and quick-witted. During the 
so-called Era of Good Feelings, in which Federalism died a slow 
death, Buchanan spent most of his time making his way as a lawyer 
and building a network of contacts that would serve him well later. 
During these years, too, he courted and then mourned his one true 
love, Anne Coleman, who died mysteriously in 1820 following an 
apparently trivial quarrel. 21 

Buchanan’s love life is inevitably the subject of speculation. 
What we know would not give even the most adventurous psycho¬ 
biographer much to go on. It would seem that Buchanan genuinely 
loved Anne Coleman and deeply grieved her untimely death. But 
it could well be that Coleman’s demise was also a relief for a man 
who had great difficulty making emotional connections with any¬ 
body, male or female. 

Buchanan was renowned as a dinner table conversationalist, and 
there’s no question that among his most fervent admirers in this 
respect were women. He seems to have enjoyed female compan¬ 
ionship—so long as it was in safe company. Serious relationships 
were rare. He may have feared sexuality, or simply lacked a capac¬ 
ity for emotional intimacy. Buchanan’s failure to connect closely 
with anyone, save possibly his long-time roommate in Washington, 
Senator William R. King, contributes to the air of mystery about 
him that existed in his lifetime and exists today. It is also doubtless 
one reason why his motives were always subject to question. No 
one save Buchanan really knew what he was up to. 22 

Even as a rising young politician, Buchanan gained a reputation 
for intelligence and sagacity. He knew when to jump on, and when 
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to jump off bandwagons. He was most adept at denying his own 
ambitions while, behind the scenes, he maneuvered vigorously for 
the very office he said he did not seek. 23 The small-town lawyer in 
fact had large ambitions that transcended the Pennsylvania state 
line. He wanted to be a person of influence in Washington, perhaps 
in the U.S. Senate, perhaps in the president’s cabinet, perhaps 
ultimately as president. Unlike most bright and ambitious young 
politicians, Buchanan achieved every one of his ambitions. 

In 1820, following a brief political retirement, Buchanan won 
election to Congress from Lancaster. By 1824 he was playing presi¬ 
dential politics at the highest level. Indeed, he was out of his league 
and got burned when he made a baseless charge about Henry 
Clay’s motives in the race between John Quincy Adams and An¬ 
drew Jackson for a majority in the House of Representatives in 
that election. From this experience, Buchanan learned to play his 
cards much more closely to his chest. 24 

Buchanan’s candidate that year. General Jackson, came up short; 
but he was back four years later and decisively defeated his old 
nemesis Adams, in part because of Buchanan’s support in Pennsyl¬ 
vania. When Buchanan made noises about rewards, Jackson doubt¬ 
less recalled the younger man’s unreliability four years earlier. He 
offered Buchanan the ambassadorship to Russia. This was as close 
to exile as any American politician can be sentenced. Jackson, 
moreover, channeled most Pennsylvania patronage to Buchanan’s 
political rivals. 25 

If Buchanan had gained an unwanted reputation in 1824 and 1825 
as untrustworthy, he did learn from his blunder. He was much 
more careful thereafter, both with characterizations and with 
promises. He developed tact. He deepened his preternatural ten¬ 
dency to pragmatic behavior. Buchanan was no excitable crusader, 
like his ostensible hero, Jackson. Rather, he exemplified the new 
generation of professional politicians, who believed that an ounce 
of compromise is worth a pound of principle. 26 

Although Buchanan espoused certain principles like strict con¬ 
struction and limited government, he was extraordinarily flexible 
on details. Over the years he became known for talking so circum¬ 
spectly that it was often difficult to grasp his point. Consequently, 
his words were subject to the listener’s interpretation. Sometimes 
this enabled Buchanan to smooth over potential disagreements; 
sometimes it simply caused confusion. In general it created the 
impression that James Buchanan was a trimmer. 27 When Buchanan 
nodded in one direction, friends and foes alike looked the other 
way, just in case. 28 
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Because he was politically astute and because he knew as well 
as any man how to forge an alliance or cut a deal, Buchanan could 
never be ignored or dismissed, even among politicians on the Whig 
side of the aisle. Peers may not have trusted him, but they re¬ 
spected him and generally liked him, too. Like most good politi¬ 
cians, Buchanan recognized the importance of not holding grudges 
and not carrying disagreements outside the political cloakroom. 
He would drink with practically anyone, and he was known for his 
generosity and hospitality. Buchanan’s social skills were among his 
most winsome qualities, and they served him well in his long climb 
to the White House. 

Buchanan overcame tremendous odds in his quest for the presi¬ 
dency. Although he was Pennsylvania’s leading politician from 1830 
on into the 1850s, Buchanan never controlled his state Democratic 
Party. George Mifflin Dallas, a formidable infighter in his own right, 
battled with Buchanan for nearly three decades. 29 Aside from the 
rigors of factional and partisan politicking in antebellum Pennsyl¬ 
vania, Buchanan had to build a cross-sectional alliance with an 
extraordinary complex and increasingly volatile Democratic coali¬ 
tion. Not surprisingly, he cloaked himself as a centrist, took refuge 
in controversies by embracing “constitutionalism,” and tended to 
come up with safe schemes, like the extension of the Missouri 
Compromise line to the Pacific, when pressed for his views on 
thorny sectional issues. Buchanan preferred generalities and ambi¬ 
guity in any case. When really pushed, he did not mind leaving the 
country, as he did from 1853 through 1856, at a time when the 
nation was bitterly divided over slavery expansion. Residence 
abroad gave Buchanan room to maneuver and time to assemble 
support as rivals one by one made too many enemies to sustain 
their respective presidential bids. 30 

Assessments of Buchanan as politician vary. His sympathetic 
biographer, Philip S. Klein, highlights Buchanan’s pragmatism 
within the context of consistent commitment to basic Democratic 
values, such as strict construction of the Constitution and recogni¬ 
tion of the rights of the slaveholding South. By contrast, scholars 
like Elbert B. Smith (and others) have detected a pro-Southern 
orientation to his politics. In a variation on this theme, Don Feh- 
renbacher portrays the Pennsylvanian less as pro-Southern than 
anti-antislavery in his political slant. Buchanan’s severest critics, 
including such prominent historians as David Donald and Roy F. 
Nichols, would probably accept that assessment, but they depict 
him preeminently as a wire-puller and self-promoter. 31 

In a speech delivered at Dickinson College four decades ago, 
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Engraving of Buchanan during his tenure as Minister to England under President 
Franklin Pierce (1853—56). Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


Nichols argued that Buchanan was essentially a “scribe”—a 
person who could cultivate people effectively, write a deft letter, 
or deliver a successful speech, but someone who never could or 
would take a constructive stand on a controversial question. 32 
Philip Klein passionately rejected this assessment and the disagree¬ 
ment is, at bottom, not resolvable. Nor is it critical to resolve it. 
Buchanan was what he was, a canny wheeler-dealer with a certain 
demagogic appeal on foreign policy issues. 33 Until the end of his 
career, it worked for him. 

By 1843 Buchanan was being touted for the presidency. 34 He 
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An idealized view of Buchanan’s Lancaster estate, “Wheatland.” From Leslie’s Illus¬ 
trated Magazine. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


knew that 1844 was too soon for him to make a serious bid, but 
Buchanan parlayed his availability that year into a major post in 
the administration of fellow Democrat James K. Polk. Buchanan’s 
years as secretary of state were tumultuous. He promoted, unsuc¬ 
cessfully, an intriguing scheme for a canal in Central America. He 
presided over a successful negotiation with Great Britain on Ore¬ 
gon and tense negotiations with Mexico on Texas. And he had a 
voice, albeit not a dominant voice, in wartime diplomacy during 
the Mexican conflict that yielded a vast new domain in the south¬ 
west United States. 35 

On this ground alone, Buchanan was a significant secretary. Per¬ 
haps more interesting is something that few beyond the ranks of 
professional historians know. Never in American history have a 
president of the United States and his secretary of state been less 
in harmony than were James Buchanan and James K. Polk. Their 
relationship was not merely expedient; it was painfully unpleasant 
for both of them—particularly so for Polk. 36 Put most simply, Bu¬ 
chanan did not like or trust Polk, and Polk did not like or trust 
Buchanan. Polk’s diary from 1845 through 1849 is filled with refer¬ 
ences to Buchanan’s working behind his back or even contradicting 
him. At one point, Polk wrote of Buchanan that the man who was 
supposedly his key adviser was in truth the enemy within. Bu- 
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chanan “has been selfish, & all his acts and opinions seem to have 
been controlled with a view to his own advancement, so much so 
that I can have no confidence or reliance on any advice he may 
give upon public questions.” 37 

On another occasion, taking note that Buchanan was prone to 
shift his position on key questions like the Oregon boundary, Polk 
observed, probably justly, that Buchanan “is governed by his own 
views of his chances for the Presidency.” 38 For his part, though he 
was never so candid about his frustrations with Polk, Buchanan 
was embittered when he asked Polk for a nomination to the Su¬ 
preme Court, and when one came available, Polk proved unwilling 
to give it to him, despite the fact that the president wanted Bu¬ 
chanan out of his cabinet. 39 

Why did this uncomfortable duo not separate? Aside from the 
answer a psychohistorian might give—that Buchanan was a con¬ 
stant pain the masochistic Polk needed to be truly happy—there 
is a more practical explanation. Despite his contentiousness and 
his double dealing, Buchanan was so effective as secretary of state 
that Polk could not discharge him. This is the conclusion drawn 
by Polk’s biographer, Charles G. Sellers. Paul H. Bergeron, author 
of an authoritative study of the Polk presidency, offered a similar 
judgment. 40 

Buchanan hoped to succeed Polk as president. In this he was 
thwarted by factors he could not control, among them the voters’ 
taste for war heroes. Buchanan played the good soldier in 1848, 
and contented himself with a brief retirement back in Lancaster, 
during which he plotted yet another presidential bid in 1852. This 
time, too, the prize eluded Buchanan, as the Democrats turned to 
Franklin Pierce of New Hampshire—in many respects Buchanan’s 
inferior, save in having a helpful war record that Buchanan lacked. 
Buchanan gained the London mission as his consolation prize. 

Conveniently distanced from the storm over Stephen Douglas’s 
efforts to repeal the Missouri Compromise, Buchanan’s stock rose 
as Douglas’s and President Pierce’s fell. In 1856 Buchanan was the 
available man for the democracy. John Updike, in Buchanan Dying, 
captured the dynamic of Buchanan’s shrewd and cynical strategy 
for the nomination, by putting these cutting words in the mouth 
of Buchanan backer, Louisiana Congressman John Slidell: “Hide 
yourself, Buchanan, and trust to the South. Hide yourself in Lon¬ 
don while Bleeding Kansas stains Pierce and Douglas beyond re¬ 
demption; hide yourself in Lancaster while Southerners hawk 
Union soothing spirit all over the North.” 41 

Updike’s fiction cuts very close to the historical realities. Bu- 



Buchanan greeting friends in the Governor’s Room, New York City Hall, 1856. From Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine. 

CourUay at Dickinson College. 
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chanan won the Democratic presidential nomination in 1856 be¬ 
cause he was not tarred or pinned down by a position on Kansas; 
because he was a Northern man from an important state; because, 
above all, he was acceptable to the South. 42 Running in 1856 pri¬ 
marily as the safe alternative to Republican radicalism and a possi¬ 
ble dissolution of the Union, Buchanan swept the South, carried 
Pennsylvania and Indiana, and reached the objective he had 
dreamed of for years. 

The presidency was, alas, a hugely disappointing and dispiriting 
experience. Possibly under different circumstances—for example, 
during the mid-1840s—Buchanan could have been a successful 
president. He had the skills, if not the vision, to be a very good 
president. But he was too old, too ill, too poorly leveraged in the 
late 1850s to serve effectively. He was representative of an increas¬ 
ingly unstable and unpopular Jacksonian political order, working 
with tools unequal to the task he faced. Time had passed his like 
by. This, combined with the mismanagement and blundering that 
historians continue to attribute to his presidency, doomed Bu¬ 
chanan to a miserable experience in the White House. 43 

Although it is extreme to call Buchanan, as Henry Steele Com- 
mager does, America’s worst president, it is true that little went 
right and much went wrong for President Buchanan, and that many 
of his troubles he brought on himself. Buchanan’s cabinet, which 
he took months to construct, was ill-designed to strengthen the 
national Democratic Party or conduct the nation’s business effec¬ 
tively. Buchanan’s mean-spirited treatment of Stephen Douglas 
and Douglas’s political friends divided the Northern wing of his 
party and demoralized many faithful functionaries. His meddling 
in the Dred Scott case was unfortunate at best and obviously un¬ 
ethical. And his decision to stake most of his political capital on the 
Lecompton Constitution in Kansas was a blunder of the first mag¬ 
nitude. Politically speaking, Buchanan’s presidency was a 
disaster. 44 

Whatever his responsibility for exacerbating sectional tensions, 
James Buchanan did not cause civil war, and a case can be made 
that he managed the secession crisis that was its preliminary as 
effectively as anyone could have. 45 Had Buchanan acted more 
forcefully in 1860-61, he probably would have hastened the seces¬ 
sion of the Upper South and put the federal government in the 
position of having provoked the conflict. Even Abraham Lincoln 
recognized that the federal government could not strike first or 
even appear as the aggressor. As Updike shrewdly puts it, Bu¬ 
chanan’s frequently expressed desire not to fire the first shot re- 
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rendering of Buchanan parting for Washington from the Lancaster railroad station en route to his inauguration, 
857. From Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 
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Contemporary cartoon depicts Buchanan’s troubles with South Carolina during the 
secession winter. South Carolina is portrayed as a bucking bronco, and the caption 
reads: “Mr. Rarey Buchanan doesn’t see why he can’t put the Federal straps on 
that spunky little colt Miss South Carolina. When he tries to pat her—she bites; 
when he tries to apply the strap—she kicks. He really doesn’t see what is to be done 
with her—s’poses she’ll have to have her own way. To which remark Miss Carolina 
doesn’t say, neigh!’’ From Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine. Courtesy of Dickinson 
College. 

fleeted not so much his timidity as a “wise instinct that in a 
democracy . . . the people can only be rallied ... to a cause that is 
made to appear righteous.” 46 Many historians, among them Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., without directly refuting this point, see Bu¬ 
chanan’s assertion that the federal government had no power to 
put down secession as only encouraging the South to try it. 47 

James Buchanan left office in March 1861 with the nation pre¬ 
cariously poised between war and peace. He was relieved to go, 
and he left without regrets. As he put it in a letter to newspaper 
publisher James Gordon Bennett a week after departing Washing¬ 
ton, “under heaven’s blessing the administration has been emi¬ 
nently successful in its foreign & domestic policy unless we may 
except the sad events which have recently occurred. These no 
human wisdom could have prevented. Whether I have done all I 
could consistently with my duty to give them a wise & peaceful 
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direction towards the preservation or reconstruction of the Union, 
will be for the public & posterity to judge. I feel conscious that I 
have done my duty in this respect & that I shall at last receive 
justice.” 48 He spent his last years in Lancaster, tending to his estate 
at Wheatland, corresponding with friends, friendly acquaintances, 
and autograph seekers across the nation. He wrote a dense, self- 
justificatory memoir and he charmed a succession of visitors as he 
had been doing for more than half a century. 49 James Buchanan 
died at Wheatland, a “Christian Statesman” at peace with himself, 
on 1 June 1868. 50 
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Another Look at the Election of 1856 

Michael F. Holt 


Spanning almost fifty years, james Buchanan’s political 
career included service as state legislator. United States represen¬ 
tative and senator, secretary of state, and minister to England. 
Without question, however, Buchanan’s historical significance and 
reputation rest primarily on his controversial presidency between 
1857 and 1861. The long-time Democrat won that office after an 
unusual three-way contest in 1856 when he bested John C. Fre¬ 
mont, the candidate of the fledgling Republican Party, and ex¬ 
president Millard Fillmore, the nominee of both the new American 
or Know-Nothing Party and the expiring Whig Party. Because the 
Democratic triumph put Buchanan in the White House for four 
crucial years that led to Civil War, because the election also played 
a pivotal role in the rise and impending success of the Republican 
Party, and because those organizations have endured as our two 
major parties until the present day, historians’ accounts of the 1856 
election have usually been told from their perspective. 1 

Conversely, because Fillmore ran third in the popular vote and 
far behind in the electoral count and because the American and 
Whig parties utterly collapsed after the election, the Fillmore cam¬ 
paign has received far less attention from historians. 2 This essay 
seeks to right that imbalance by briefly reexamining the election 
from the perspective of Fillmore and the groups that backed him. 
No claim is made that such a vantage point casts new light on 
Buchanan, on his presidency, or on the coming of the Civil War. 
Nonetheless, it allows one to correct careless errors in some of 
the leading accounts of the dynamics of the 1856 campaign, if not 
about its short- and long-term results. 

The Fillmore campaign merits examination for another reason. 
The presidential election of 1856 was indeed a crucial turning point 
on the road to the Civil War and an absolutely critical episode in 
the rise of the Republican Party as William E. Gienapp, among 
other historians, has recently reminded us. 3 But that election also 
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constituted the final chapter in the life of an earlier framework of 
political competition between the Whig and Democratic parties 
that lasted from 1834 to 1856. It was a conclusion as well as a 
beginning, and viewing the campaign from the perspective of Fill¬ 
more helps us better understand that conclusion. 

The election of 1856 occurred in the midst of a dramatic voter 
realignment and partisan reorganization that were fueled by excep¬ 
tional sectional, social, and political turmoil. The passage of the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act in May 1854 had reaggravated sectional con¬ 
flict over slavery expansion, contributed to massive Democratic 
defeats in off-year Northern elections during 1854 and 1855, and 
spurred the creation of the new, exclusively Northern Republican 
Party. Simultaneously, widespread and intense hostility toward ex¬ 
isting parties, immigrants, and Catholics had spawned the powerful 
Know-Nothing movement in both the North and South which by 
the end of 1855 appeared to be the most rapidly growing political 
force in the country. Although the incumbent Democratic Party 
was the chief target of both new parties and of the voters’ wrath 
that spawned them, ironically the Whig Party would be their chief 
victim. What occurred between 1852 and 1856, in short, was not 
simply a weakening of the Democratic Party but the displacement 
of its major opponent by differently constituted anti-Democratic 
organizations. The undeniable appeal of the two new parties vitally 
contributed to that reorganization, but it was also a product of the 
unraveling of the Whig Party. Its final death throes are illuminated 
by the Fillmore campaign. 4 

Developments during 1856 itself are familiar and can be sketched 
rapidly. Both sectional antagonism and partisan volatility intensi¬ 
fied. Though many predicted at the beginning of the year that the 
rapidly rising Know-Nothings would win the presidential sweep- 
stakes, by the end of the year the party had been reduced to an 
also-ran. When the American national convention in February re¬ 
fused to demand repeal of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Northern 
members of the organization were infuriated. The nomination of 
Fillmore, who as Whig president between 1850 and 1852 had vigor¬ 
ously enforced the odious Fugitive Slave Act, further incensed 
them. Consequently, many Northern Know-Nothings bolted the 
party and called for a meeting of a North American convention to 
nominate another candidate in New York City on 12 June, five 
days before the Republican national convention was to choose a 
candidate in Philadelphia. 

Unlike the sectionally riven Know-Nothings, the Democrats pre¬ 
served a tenuous sectional unity at their convention in early June 
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Campaign portrait of the 1856 Democratic ticket: James Buchanan of Pennsylvania 
and John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky. From Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine. Courtesy 
of Dickinson College. 


behind Buchanan’s candidacy. Their platform endorsed the am¬ 
biguous popular sovereignty provisions of the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act. That success, however, drove even more anti-Nebraska 
Democrats into the enemy camp. Additional Democratic defections 
were also attributable to events that occurred only weeks before 
the Democrats met. Those events transformed the election. 

During May violence on the plains of Kansas and the caning of 
Massachusetts’s Republican Senator Charles Sumner by a South 
Carolinian caused Northern anger to soar. North Americans and 
Republicans then united behind the candidacy of Fremont in June. 
The ensuing campaign focused primarily on the issues of slavery 
extension, purported sectional aggressions, and the threat that sec¬ 
tional agitation posed to the Union. As a result. Republicans and 
Democrats eventually emerged from the fray as the race’s major 
contestants. 

Ultimately Buchanan won with 45 percent of the popular vote 
by carrying every slave state but Maryland and five key Northern 
states. Fremont swept the rest of the North and the plurality of that 
region’s popular vote. Because Fr6mont won virtually no Southern 



40 


MICHAEL F. HOLT 



Campaign portrait of the Republican nominee for President in 1856, John Charles 
Fremont. From Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


votes, however, he garnered only 33 percent of the nationwide 
popular poll. Fillmore took the remaining 21.6 percent of the 
popular vote, 13.4 percent of the North’s, and 43.9 percent 
of the South’s. Maryland was his sole trophy in the electoral 
vote column. 

Even though Fillmore amassed a larger percentage of the popular 
vote than any other third-party presidential candidate in our his¬ 
tory with the exception of Theodore Roosevelt in 1912, his poor 





ANOTHER LOOK AT THE ELECTION OF 1856 


41 


showing, especially in the crucial Northern states, has caused most 
historians to give his campaign short shrift. Fillmore is dismissed 
as at best a regional candidate and spoiler but more customarily 
as a certain loser and nonfactor in the race. Specifically, the con¬ 
ventional wisdom about the election maintains that from the mo¬ 
ment Northern Know-Nothings bolted from the American national 
convention in February 1856, the American Party was irreparably 
split along sectional lines and ceased to be a competitive factor in 
the North. Consequently, the election featured two entirely sepa¬ 
rate campaigns with Buchanan pitted against Republicans in the 
North and against Americans in the South. In these circumstances 
Buchanan was the only candidate who had to worry about winning 
votes in both sections, and he won because he was properly per¬ 
ceived as the only credible nationalist or pro-Union candidate in 
the race. 5 

Allan Nevins writes in Ordeal of the Union, for example, “The 
moment the American convention broke into two parts [in Febru¬ 
ary], it had become clear the real contest in 1856 would lie between 
the Democrats and Republicans.” Fillmore “was a respectable me¬ 
diocrity” who “had never counted for anything in American poli¬ 
tics except the [obsolescent] idea of sectional compromise” and 
whose “sole importance would lie in attracting enough conserva¬ 
tive Whig votes in the North to weaken the Republicans.” Hence, 
“in practical terms, the battle lay essentially between Buchanan 
and Fr6mont—for while Fillmore might get a large minority of the 
vote, he could not win.” 6 

According to Roy Nichols in his prize-winning Disruption of 
American Democracy, when “most of the northern wing of the 
Know Nothings went over to the Republicans,” after the American 
convention split in February, “the Americans became almost 
wholly a Southern party with no Northern contingent to conciliate. 
The result was that this new party could go all out for Southern 
power and interests to an extent which the Democracy, with its 
Northern wing could not match. Likewise the Republican party 
with no Southern support at all could concentrate on promoting 
Northern interests. The Democracy therefore must fight two cam¬ 
paigns against two enemies.” 7 

David Potter echoes Nichols in The Impending Crisis, 
1848-1861: 

From this time [February, 1856] forward, northern and southern Know 

Nothings were completely divided . . . The basic peculiarity of this 

election lay in the fact that although it appeared superficially to present 
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a triangular rivalry, there were actually two separate contests in prog¬ 
ress at the same time—one between Buchanan and Fremont in the free 
states, the other between Buchanan and Fillmore in the slave 
states. ... In one sense the nature of the contest placed Buchanan at 
a disadvantage, for it forced him to take a position that would win favor 
in both the North and the South, while Frdmont could court northern 
voters exclusively, and Fillmore could concentrate on winning south¬ 
ern support. But in the long run, this situation helped Buchanan, for 
it identified him as the only truly national candidate in the race—the 
only one whose victory would not be a clear-cut sectional victory. 8 

Even a cursory examination of the Fillmore campaign exposes 
these separate-but-related contentions about the 1856 election as 
caricatures. Here is a classic case where hindsight knowledge of 
the results distorts understanding of the campaign that preceded 
them. Not only does such a focus lead to mischaracterizations of 
the campaign itself by telescoping developments. It also deflects 
attention from interesting questions such as why Fillmore and his 
supporters believed he could win, as they did until the last month of 
the campaign, and what strategies they pursued to secure victory. 
Palpably those expectations were frustrated, but contending that 
they were doomed from the outset is no substitute for an analysis 
of what their basis was and why they aborted. 

Nothing could be further from the truth than the assertion that 
Fillmore focused on only one section, whether it was the North as 
Nevins maintains or the South as Nichols and Potter contend. Nor 
is it true that only the Democrats had to fashion an appeal for both 
sections or that only Buchanan was a national candidate whose 
triumph would not be a clear-cut sectional victory. The central 
theme of the Fillmore campaign was that he was the only candidate 
whose victory would preserve the Union, and it is an egregious 
distortion to suggest that he was somehow in a position to outflank 
Buchanan in the South by posing as a more devoted champion of 
Southern rights and interests. For tactical reasons alone, the Fill¬ 
more campaign had to run hard in the North. His Southern sup¬ 
porters repeatedly told him that they could hold votes in Fillmore’s 
column only if they had hard evidence that he could carry New 
York and other Northern states like New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
and California. Simultaneously, Northern Fillmore men constantly 
warned that his hope of carrying Northern states depended heavily 
on American prospects in the South, prospects that would be 
gauged by the Know-Nothing performance in August elections in 
Kentucky, North Carolina, and Missouri. Thus the Fillmore cam¬ 
paign in the North was inextricably tied to its efforts in the South. 9 
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Fillmore, who played a leading managerial role in the American 
campaign, was in fact unwilling to write off any part of the North. 
Even after he received discouraging reports from New England in 
the summer that “the late outrageous proceedings in Kansas & the 
assault on Mr. Sumner” had laid “Conservatism, in all its forms, 
. . . prostrate,” he and his supporters insisted that Americans bat¬ 
tle for every New England state and not concentrate all their ener¬ 
gies on the lower North where Fillmore had greater strength. 10 

To be sure, fashioning an appeal that could sell equally well in 
the North and South confronted the Fillmore campaign with severe 
difficulties, and given his small share of the vote, especially in the 
more populous North, he does appear, at least in hindsight, to be 
the certain loser various historians have labeled him. Given his 
forlorn performance, indeed, we might ask why Fillmore and his 
supporters remained sanguine until mid-October. The answer to 
this question is complicated if only because the calculations and 
strategies of the Fillmore team changed rapidly over time. Whereas 
they expected for most of the Spring to win a clear electoral major¬ 
ity, for example, by late summer they pinned their hopes on throw¬ 
ing the election into the House where all opponents of Buchanan 
might unite on Fillmore. Throughout the campaign, moreover, 
there was an air of unreality about their assumptions that may 
explain the contemptuous dismissal of it by various historians. 
Their belief that the stronger Republicans appeared in the North 
the better Fillmore’s chances because conservatives would desert 
Buchanan seems, in retrospect, especially surreal. 11 Nonethe¬ 
less, their tactics were not totally farfetched, and they merit 
investigation. 

Initially, when Fillmore was nominated in February, his support¬ 
ers’ hopes rested on three considerations. First, as William Gie- 
napp makes amply clear in his book on the origins of the 
Republican Party, by February 1856 the Republicans had not yet 
formed a national organization or even emerged yet in several 
Northern states while the Know-Nothings appeared to be soaring 
on an upward trajectory. 12 Thus they hoped to attract the great 
majority of the anti-Democratic vote in both sections. But how 
could they believe this in light of the sectional split in the Know- 
Nothing convention. Northerners’ dissatisfaction with the candi¬ 
date and the slavery plank of the platform, and the bolt of the 
North Americans? 

The answer is the second reason for Fillmore’s hopes. His clos¬ 
est advisors did not believe that the sectional split in the party was 
irreparable. They dismissed the delegates who bolted the February 
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FANCIED SECURITY,OR THE HATS ON A BENDER. 


A pro-Fillmore campaign cartoon in 1856 depicts major party politicians as rats and 
suggests that an agrarian-minded Fillmore will keep rodents out of the government 
corncrib for the next four years. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


convention as Republican saboteurs whose departure marked a 
good riddance. Nor did all Northern Know-Nothings join the 
North American movement. Probably the majority remained loyal 
to Fillmore in Pennsylvania, New York, and New Jersey as did 
significant minorities elsewhere. 13 In February and indeed until No¬ 
vember, moreover, many campaign insiders believed they could 
woo back the bolting North Americans and prevent them from 
merging with the Republicans. Of course they did not foresee the 
dramatic impact that Bleeding Kansas and Bleeding Sumner would 
have in driving Northerners toward the Republican Party, but even 
after those events and the joint North American/Republican nomi¬ 
nation of Frdmont they continued to court the bolters. 14 

The tactics Fillmore’s campaign adopted to bring these strays 
back into the fold varied over time. First, they tried to have another 
meeting of the national council in New York prior to the North 
American convention on 12 June to persuade the delegates to en¬ 
dorse Fillmore. 15 When that effort failed, they tried to exploit the 
resentment among North Americans caused by the Republicans’ 
refusal to accept their vice-presidential candidate, William F. John- 
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ston. 16 More important, they appealed to the genuine nativist and 
anti-Catholic biases of North Americans by enhancing Fillmore’s 
nativist credentials and tarnishing those of Fremont. 

Fillmore had been out of the country when he was nominated, 
and many people had no idea that he had secretly joined the Know- 
Nothing order. 17 Certainly he had no public reputation as a nativist. 
His closest lieutenants who secured his nomination in his absence, 
like Solomon G. Haven and John Pendleton Kennedy, tried to reas¬ 
sure nativists by releasing letters Fillmore had written sympathiz¬ 
ing with Know-Nothing principles and revealing his membership. 
They also urged him to endorse Americanism and Protestantism 
in his letter accepting the nomination, but that letter was not mailed 
from Europe until late May and not published widely after its 
reception. 18 

Once Fillmore returned to the United States in late June, how¬ 
ever, he quickly took steps to make up for lost time. Fillmore made 
several speeches as he proceeded from New York City to Buffalo, 
which the campaign later published in pamphlet form as Fillmore 
at Home and circulated as its main campaign document. Most of 
those speeches dwelled on the central theme of the Americans’ 
campaign, his devotion to the Union, and his availability to conser¬ 
vatives who disliked the sectional extremists who seemed to domi¬ 
nate the Republican and Democratic parties. Yet to the absolute 
delight of his managers, Fillmore’s brief speech at the Hudson 
River town of Newburgh embraced almost all of the nativist creed. 
Whatever Fr6mont may have told Know-Nothings in private, Fill¬ 
more publicly endorsed the cry that Americans must rule America, 
that foreign paupers and criminals must be banned, and that “if any 
sect or denomination, ostensibly organized for religious purposes, 
should use that organization or suffer it to be used for political 
objects, I would meet it by political opposition.” Through these 
code words, Fillmore thus aligned himself on the side of anti- 
Catholics. 19 

Refurbishing Fillmore’s nativist reputation with one hand, his 
supporters tried to destroy Fremont’s appeal to nativists with the 
other by circulating the rumor that Fremont was Catholic, a charge 
that Gienapp and I have argued probably did more than any other 
to cost the Republicans the election. 20 Finally, they apparently tried 
to sabotage the Republican-North American coalition from within. 
The key saboteur here was a wealthy rubber manufacturer from 
New York City named Horace Day, who had previously been in¬ 
volved in the campaign to get Nathaniel Banks the North Ameri¬ 
cans’ nomination in June and who was a member of the North 
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American National Council. Day may have simply been blowing 
smoke, but during the last three months of the campaign he re¬ 
peatedly wrote Fillmore that he had made unspecified arrange¬ 
ments in a number of Northern states to make sure that North 
American tickets were not cast for Fr6mont. 21 

Exploiting nativist and anti-Catholic sentiment to woo back 
North Americans to the Fillmore camp was a plausible strategy, 
but it did nothing to obviate the chief cause of their bolt, their 
contempt for Fillmore as a doughface and their anger that the 
American platform refused to call for repeal of the Kansas- 
Nebraska Act. Just like Buchanan, Fillmore tried to fashion a 
stance on the slavery issue that was palatable to both Northerners 
and Southerners. Buchanan did so by embracing the Democratic 
platform, which praised the Kansas-Nebraska Act and the doctrine 
of popular sovereignty. Buchanan’s stance, in fact, seemed like a 
grave blunder to Fillmore’s Southern supporters because it ap¬ 
peared to endorse the doctrine of squatter sovereignty or a decision 
on slavery during the territorial stage. Hence Southerners urged 
Fillmore to exploit that mistake by insisting forthrightly that no 
decision on slavery would be made in a territory until it was ready 
to apply for statehood. 22 Had Fillmore been as free to concentrate 
on the South as Nichols and Potter contend, he could have done 
so, but he was unwilling to write off the North. Nor did he accede 
to demands from Southerners to retreat from the position he did 
take on the Kansas issue in order to win Northern support—that 
was to condemn the repeal of the Missouri Compromise as an 
outrageous and reckless act of the Democrats that reignited sec¬ 
tional strife and then to pose as the only candidate who could save 
the Union. 23 

Northerners considered this position inadequate and anachro¬ 
nistic because of the course of events since the spring of 1854, and 
they repeatedly called on Fillmore to come out for restoration of 
the 36° 30' line. Southerners, in contrast, criticized it for implying 
that Fillmore wanted to restore the Missouri Compromise’s ban, 
and they begged him explicitly to renounce such an intention. Pri¬ 
vately, Fillmore believed that the best solution for Kansas was to 
admit it immediately as a free state, but publicly he refused to 
move beyond his criticism of the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act despite the outpouring of criticism from both sections. “I can¬ 
not be one thing to the North and another to the South,” he wrote 
to Virginia’s William C. Rives in exasperation. 24 

Fillmore’s refusal to change his stance and to tilt one way or the 
other may strike some as an example of the seemingly congenital 
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indecisiveness that characterized his career. Why alienate both 
Northerners and Southerners when he could easily have appeased 
one of the groups? But to fault Fillmore in this regard is to ignore 
the central strategy of his campaign. Fillmore and his managers 
saw the American Party as the party of the center, not of either 
section. The center of the sectional spectrum was where they be¬ 
lieved most votes resided, and to mobilize those voters they pre¬ 
sented the American Party as the only authentic Union Party in 
the race. 25 It is easy to view the American Party’s well-known 
stress on unionism as simply a response to the context of the 
election or as an attempt to provide a refuge for conservatives 
frightened by extremists in both sections. But it in fact represented 
something far more than that, and it was the utter conviction of 
Fillmore and the men who secured his nomination about the appeal 
of a Union Party that was the third, and most important, reason 
they believed Fillmore could win the election. 

The idea of creating a new Union Party had a lineage that dates 
back to Fillmore’s own service as president between 1850 and 1853. 
The story of what I shall call the Union Party movement is inti¬ 
mately involved in the final collapse of the Whig Party between 
1852 and 1856. That disintegration is usually told in terms of the 
party’s sectional rupture over slavery and the defection of different 
elements in it to the new parties that appeared in 1854 and 1855— 
the Republicans on one hand and the Know-Nothings on the other. 
But there was a third group of self-defined conservative Whigs who 
wanted no part of those new parties. Some clung stubbornly to the 
Whig banner, and those diehards would be in part responsible for 
the separate nomination of Fillmore by a poorly attended Whig 
national convention in September 1856. Others in disgust withdrew 
from active political participation altogether. Still others would ul¬ 
timately endorse Buchanan’s candidacy in 1856. Yet the most inter¬ 
esting and active group of these conservative Whigs had from the 
early 1850s on persistently promoted the idea of replacing the old 
party with a new national conservative Union party that could 
combine pro-Union Whigs and Democrats from both sections. By 
a process of iteration and reiteration over five years, the propo¬ 
nents of this new party absolutely convinced themselves that it 
could mobilize a huge majority of voters in both sections and put 
Fillmore in the White House. 

The idea of forming a new Union Party first emerged in the 
summer of 1850 after Fillmore became president when Democrats 
and Whigs in Congress were cooperating to pass the Compromise 
of 1850 over the opposition of anti-Compromise men from both 
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parties. 26 It grew more powerful in the fall of 1850 and winter and 
spring of 1851 when bipartisan Union parties were formed in Deep 
South states and bipartisan Union meetings were held in numerous 
Northern cities to support the compromise. As early as October 
1850, for example, the Baltimore Whig John Pendleton Kennedy 
reported that a Union meeting in New York marked “the beginning 
of a great conservative National party which will overwhelm the 
old divisions of Whig and democrat and make a new order of poli¬ 
tics.” 27 Originally, proponents of this new party expected it to form 
behind the presidential candidacy of Daniel Webster in 1852, and 
in the fall of 1851 one of Webster’s supporters from Newburyport, 
Massachusetts, named Benjamin Balch issued a circular calling for 
the organization of a National Union Party that would nominate 
Webster. 28 

After Webster’s death in 1852, the hopes of these men turned 
to Fillmore, and from the moment of Winfield Scott’s defeat in 
November 1852 a small group of Whigs with intimate ties to Fill¬ 
more became the leading proponents of replacing the Whigs with 
a new Union Party that would elect Fillmore president in 1856. 29 
This group included William L. Hodge, a Louisiana newspaper 
editor who worked in the Treasury Department under Fillmore and 
remained in Washington after the close of his administration; Dan¬ 
iel Lee, a Georgian who served in the Interior Department and 
who, after Fillmore left office, was brought to Rochester, New 
York, to help edit a pro-Fillmore newspaper; Isaac Newton of 
Pennsylvania, who also served in the Interior Department and to 
whom Fillmore would send a letter in January 1855 for private 
circulation among Know-Nothings that made clear Fillmore sym¬ 
pathized with their principles; Alexander H. H. Stuart of Virginia, 
the secretary of the interior in Fillmore’s administration; Nathan 
K. Hall, Fillmore’s law partner from Buffalo and his postmaster 
general; Solomon G. Haven, another of Fillmore’s Buffalo law part¬ 
ners who represented that city in Congress from December 1851 
through the 1856 election; and, above all, John P. Kennedy of Balti¬ 
more, who served as Fillmore’s navy secretary during the last nine 
months of his administration and who, in the Spring of 1854, ac¬ 
companied Fillmore on a tour of Southern states that was clearly 
meant to whip up enthusiasm for his presidential prospects. 30 De¬ 
spite Fillmore’s repeated public professions of disinterest in politi¬ 
cal affairs, it is absolutely clear that Millard Fillmore himself was 
committed by the fall of 1853 to this scheme to replace the Whigs 
with a new Union Party that could elect him president in 1856. 31 

From 1850 until 1856 the calculations of this group about which 
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elements would compose this new Union Party remained the same. 
Its nucleus would be a merger of Silver Gray or Fillmorite Whigs 
from New York with Hunker or Hardshell Democrats there that 
could dominate the Empire State. To this core would be grafted 
other pro-Compromise Whigs in the North and the equivalent of 
Hunker Democrats from other Northern states, that is, Democrats 
who supported the Compromise of 1850, who insisted that sec¬ 
tional agitation be stopped, and who opposed any coalition be¬ 
tween Democrats and Free Soilers. Proponents of the new party 
also counted on the support of all unionist or pro-Compromise 
men in the South, that is, virtually all Southern Whigs and what 
they called National or Union Democrats in the South—the Demo¬ 
crats who supported formal Union parties in Georgia, Alabama, 
and Mississippi and who, in other slave states, applauded the Com¬ 
promise. Kennedy, for one, was absolutely convinced these South¬ 
ern Democrats would support Fillmore in 1856. 32 

If the calculations about the potential constituency for a new 
Union Party remained constant from the start, it is also true that 
the Union Party movement met constant frustration and never 
jelled. It is important to understand what proponents of the idea 
identified as the major obstacles to it, for such an understanding 
explains why they eventually turned to the Know-Nothing Party 
as a substitute for the new organization they had long contemplated 
and why they were so confident Fillmore could win in 1856. 

From the start, one problem was the lack of a distinctive issue 
or need for a Union Party when a national consensus in support 
of the Compromise of 1850 seemed quickly to emerge in 1851 and 
1852. As the very conservative Boston Whig Samuel Eliot wrote 
in the fall of 1851, no Union Party could ever be formed because 
no one would oppose a platform calling for preservation of the 
Union. “How,” he asked, “can a party exist without an opposi¬ 
tion?” Creating a Union Party was thus a “no go.” “It cannot live 
alone, & it cannot find a vis-^-vis.” Or, as Kennedy wistfully wrote 
a year earlier in reference to the impending second session of the 
31st Congress, “An attempt to repeal the fugitive slave law this 
winter, will inevitably draw the dividing line between the ‘great 
[national conservative] party’ and the small one five to one in any 
combat hereafter.” To Kennedy’s dismay, however, no such clarify¬ 
ing attempt at repeal was made. Again, in December 1851, Howell 
Cobb, who had been elected governor of Georgia on the Union 
Party ticket, warned Alexander Stephens, another member of 
Georgia’s Union Party, that the party was disintegrating because it 
no longer had anything to fight about with its foes. Thus he urged 
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Stephens to push for some kind of vote in Congress as he would 
in the Georgia state legislature that clearly defined the differences 
between the Union Party and its foes. Other proponents of a new 
National Union party in 1851 and 1852 urged that it be built around 
distinctive economic programs such as aid to a Pacific railroad and 
the establishment of a national free banking system, but those ef¬ 
forts to generate a distinctive platform also aborted. 33 

A second obstacle that proponents of a Union Party identified 
in the early 1850s was that outside of the Deep South pro-Union 
Whigs and pro-Union Democrats refused to abandon their old par¬ 
ties to combine together in a new organization. Five factors were 
cited for that reluctance. First, conservative elements in both major 
parties still believed they could win control of their national and 
state organizations over rival factions. Conservative Whigs, after 
all, had the backing of Fillmore’s administration; Hunker Demo¬ 
crats had the prestige of backing the Compromise. 34 Second, after 
twenty years of combat Whigs and Democrats still distrusted each 
other, and both regarded the Union Party movement as a trick of 
the other, not a mutual alliance. “No coalition with Locofocos even 
under the plausible title of Union party can succeed,” thundered 
one Ohio Whig. It was simply an effort to put Democrats like 
Daniel S. Dickinson in the Senate. 35 Third, despite their common 
support for the Compromise, conservative Whigs and Democrats 
still disagreed sharply over a host of state issues they were unwill¬ 
ing to ignore. Even though both parties in his state were equally 
attached to the Union, carped a Tennessee Whig, “on most other 
important questions, on which there can be a difference of opinion, 
they differ now as they have always done.” 36 Fourth, the very 
divisions within both major parties, especially in New York, which 
was considered the linchpin of the movement, rather than spawning 
realignment, instead encouraged hopes of an easy victory over 
their divided foe among both Whigs and Democrats, which were 
irresistible since victory in New York meant control of lucrative 
canal contracts. 37 Fifth, and most important, the pressure of the 
impending presidential election of 1852 kept Whigs and Democrats 
in their parties and drew back to them previous defectors to biparti¬ 
san Union parties in the South. With both parties’ national plat¬ 
forms acquiescing in the Compromise of 1850 as a final settlement 
of the slavery issue, moreover, the rationale for a new party was 
undermined. Without a cause and a presidential candidate around 
whom conservatives could rally, the Union Party movement 
proved stillborn. 38 

After the 1852 election, hopes that a national Union Party could 
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be created again rose. For one thing, the well-publicized rift be¬ 
tween Hardshells in New York and the Pierce administration and 
the discontent of Union Democrats in the South with Pierce’s 
patronage allocation made them seem once again a likely partner 
for merger. “The whole Union Democratic party at the South are 
ready to cut loose from the Pierce administration,” Hodge wrote 
Fillmore in September 1853, and in December of that year, when 
dissident conservative Democrats in the Senate joined with Whigs 
to elect the printer, Fillmore himself exulted that it “looks very 
much as though a nucleus had been formed around which the 
Union men of all parties may rally and form a Union party.” As 
late as December 1855 Kennedy was certain that “the National 
Hard Democrats North and South are too much offended with 
the administration and the Softs” ever to support the Democratic 
presidential nominee in 1856. 39 

Democratic divisions, however, did not solve the conservatives’ 
need for a defining issue that divided pro-Union men from their 
opponents in the North and South. Fillmore astutely wrote Ken¬ 
nedy in the fall of 1853 that while the old Whig and Democratic 
parties could be “broken up by local causes and that centrifugal 
forces which throws individuals and masses beyond the attraction 
of the central power,” new national parties could only be forged in 
reaction to events in Washington. “Will any question present such 
a magnet at the ensuing session of Congress?” he asked. “If so, 
then may we hope to see a national Union party which will cast 
off the secessionists of the South and the abolition free soilers of 
the North and rally around the constitution.” 40 

What the ensuing session of Congress produced, of course, was 
the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which once again frustrated efforts to 
start a new conservative party where it was always thought it had 
to be started—in New York. That was because the Kansas- 
Nebraska Act was enthusiastically supported by Hardshell Demo¬ 
crats while it simultaneously drove conservative Whigs into the 
arms of the Sewardite antislavery wing of the party to fight it. “The 
Nebraska Swindle has driven National & Sectional Whigs into the 
same camp where they must mess together,” groaned one Silver 
Gray. “The Whigs will be united . . . and will swallow anything, 
on account of Nebraska.” 41 

Even worse, since most Southern Whigs in Congress supported 
the Nebraska bill, opposition to it by conservative Northern Whigs 
would hinder the creation of a new national coalition. That South¬ 
ern support, sputtered Haven from the House, “cuts off all com¬ 
munion between us & the Whigs of the South and gives decided 
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preponderance to the woolly head [Sewardite] influence of the 
north. Nothing can be worse, & yet nothing is more likely to hap¬ 
pen.” But that was not all, he moaned. “The Hards of the North 
(together with some Softs) will vote for it. So we are isolated 
from the hards, and made particularly subordinate & secondary 
amongst the Whigs of the North.” Warned by Haven, Daniel Lee, 
and others that Silver Gray opposition to Nebraska could destroy 
Southern support for Fillmore’s candidacy in 1856, Fillmore, who 
was genuinely appalled by the repeal of the Missouri Compromise 
line, could only urge his Northern friends not to publicize his anti- 
Nebraska views in 1854 lest they abort his incipient candidacy. Yet 
as early as January and February 1854, the Boston patrician Rob¬ 
ert C. Winthrop, a natural recruit for a new conservative party, 
was warning that the Nebraska Act had doomed the chances of 
such a party and that Fillmore to have any chance for Northern 
support must openly condemn the bill. So damaging did the sec¬ 
tional rupture over Nebraska appear, indeed, that some correspon¬ 
dents urged Fillmore to cancel his impending trip to the South to 
avoid being forced by questioners there to reveal his hostility to 
the bill. 42 

The second important political development of 1854—the mush¬ 
rooming of the Know-Nothing Party—also seemed at first to block 
the formation of the kind of Union Party Fillmore and his advisors 
sought. Not only were its nativism and anti-Catholicism irrelevant 
to their needs and repugnant to many conservative Whigs, but it 
had preempted the middle ground between proslavery Democrats 
and the new, rapidly growing antislavery coalitions in the North, 
the middle ground that proponents of a Union Party had long 
sought to occupy. 

It is a great mistake to think that Fillmore’s supporters and other 
conservative Whigs rushed pell-mell into the Know-Nothing order 
as an alternative to the emerging Republican Party. For most of 
1854 they held back to see what would happen. As late as October 
1854, indeed, Fillmore’s conservative Whig allies in New York cir¬ 
culated a call throughout the country for a convention of conserva¬ 
tive Whigs to meet the following January to reorganize the national 
Whig Party. 43 Only after the results of the 1854 elections were in 
and the strength of Know-Nothings was clear did they drop plans 
to resuscitate the Whig organization. Instead they now decided to 
try to take over the Know-Nothing organization and make it a 
unionist rather than a nativist party. 44 Kennedy and Haven con¬ 
cluded that Know-Nothings could form a nucleus around which 
Union Whigs and Democrats in the North and South could cohere, 
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THE BALLS ABE ROLLING CLEAR THE TRACK 


A pro-Fremont campaign cartoon in 1856 titled “The Balls are Rolling—Clear the 
Track,” suggests that Millard Fillmore’s support for the Fugitive Slave Bill of 1850 
and Buchanan’s identification with the Democratic platform doom both of these 
candidates with the northern electorate. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


and Fillmore himself exalted that “Know Nothingism or American¬ 
ism is fast purging a political party from sectionalism and slavery 
agitation, and may lay the foundation for a party useful to the 
country and entirely national in its character.” 45 Confiding to the 
Virginian Stuart in January 1855 that “my mind inclines to the 
K.N.s as the best remedy for existing evils,” Fillmore urged his 
friends to join the order, and Haven, Stuart, and eventually Fill¬ 
more himself did so. Kennedy remained outside the order, but he 
worked closely with insiders to secure Fillmore’s nomination. 46 

By the end of 1855 all the elements seemed in place to convert 
the American Party into the long-sought Union Party that would 
elect Fillmore. The sectional split over the Kansas-Nebraska Act 
and the emergence of the Know-Nothings had seemingly wrecked 
both the Whigs and the Democrats. Thus the reluctance to leave 
old parties that had frustrated the Union Party movement earlier 
no longer seemed operative. Unlike 1852 as well, the conservatives 
would have a candidate of their own in the 1856 presidential elec¬ 
tion, although Fillmore’s friends originally hoped he could be 
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nominated by newspapers and local meetings rather than a national 
convention. Finally, proponents of a Union Party had an issue that 
could justify its existence and differentiate it from its foes. This 
was not so much the Kansas-Nebraska Act itself as the sectional 
turmoil that ensued after its passage. Fillmore and his supporters 
could and did denounce the Democrats for recklessly endangering 
the Union by pushing that act through Congress. Clearly such a 
party, they argued, no longer deserved the trust of Union-loving 
men. Simultaneously, they assailed Republicans as sectional ex¬ 
tremists whose victory would provoke disunion. 

This tack, they were sure, would not only attract conservative 
Whigs in both sections of the country, both inside and outside of 
the Know-Nothing order. It would also attract Hardshell or 
National Democrats in the North and South who had been 
shortchanged by Pierce on patronage and who blamed Pierce for 
needlessly reopening sectional agitation at no advantage to the 
South because, as they endlessly repeated, no one in his right 
mind believed slavery could ever expand to Kansas. 47 Simply by 
promising, as he explicitly did, that he would conduct the presi¬ 
dency just as he had between 1850 and 1853, Fillmore would mobi¬ 
lize an overwhelming majority of voters in the North and South. 48 

Such was the basis for the optimism of Fillmore’s supporters in 
the spring of 1856, a confidence that of course proved badly mis¬ 
placed. The most important reasons why these hopes were unreal¬ 
ized are well known. Bleeding Kansas and Bleeding Sumner helped 
the Republicans at the expense of the Americans in the North, 
and the growing strength of the Republicans in the North, which 
Fillmore and his men unrealistically believed would drive Demo¬ 
crats into Fillmore’s column by showing Buchanan’s inability to 
defeat Fr6mont, instead drove Southern Americans and Whigs into 
Buchanan’s column. Those events could not have been predicted 
in the early spring, but three other developments also contributed 
to the dashing of Fillmore’s hopes. 

The first was the very nomination of Buchanan itself. The con¬ 
viction that conservative Democrats in both sections would sup¬ 
port Fillmore was based on the expectation that Pierce or Douglas, 
"both of whom were tainted with responsibility for the Kansas- 
Nebraska Act, would get the Democratic nomination. The selec¬ 
tion of Buchanan who was supported by anti-Pierce Democrats 
instead opened up the possibility that national Democrats would 
get the patronage if he won. On both policy and patronage grounds, 
that is, Buchanan’s nomination destroyed any incentive conserva¬ 
tive Democrats might have had to bolt the party. 49 
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An 1856 campaign cartoon suggests that Buchanan holds the best cards via his 
identification with the Union. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


The second was the defeat by House Republicans in July 1856 
of Senator Robert Toombs’s bill to take a new and fair census in 
Kansas, convene a constitutional convention, and have it apply for 
statehood immediately. Historians have correctly pointed out that 
Republicans acted out of narrow partisan self-interest to keep alive 
the Bleeding Kansas issue, and thus their action probably helped 
deter northern Know-Nothings from supporting Fillmore rather 
than Fr6mont. 50 Yet Toombs’s introduction of the bill, which was 
actually written by his fellow Georgian, Representative Alexander 
H. Stephens, may have also shunted conservative Southerners, on 
whom Fillmore and his men had been counting for four years, into 
Buchanan’s column. 

To the extent that historians have explored the intentions of 
Toombs’s proposal, they have interpreted it as an attempt by the 
congressional Democratic leadership to resolve the Kansas issue, 
which was damaging the party so badly in the North. 51 Few, if any, 
have explicitly asked why it was Toombs, who on many occasions 
during the 1850s seemed as radical a fire-eater as anyone from the 
South, who introduced such a fair-minded proposal from which 
Northerners who wished to bar slavery from Kansas stood to 
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benefit. Both Stephens and Toombs were recent converts from 
Whiggery, and both were far too independent to be labeled loyal 
Democrats whom the “leadership” could enlist for any purpose. 
What, in particular, motivated the two Georgians? 

Little direct evidence exists, but one possibility is that they 
wanted to neutralize the charge of Fillmore’s Southern supporters 
that Buchanan favored squatter sovereignty by reemphasizing the 
Democrats’ commitment to a territorial decision only at the state¬ 
hood phase when a constitution was written. Georgia’s Democrats 
were exceedingly worried about Americans’ exploitation of this 
charge, and in June Stephens wrote a long private letter defending 
Buchanan from it. 52 Alternatively, Stephens confessed in the same 
letter that he cared far more about establishing the permanency of 
popular sovereignty at the statehood stage as a principle for all 
present and future territories than in securing Kansas as a slave 
state. Thus he and Toombs may have been attempting to gull Re¬ 
publicans into establishing a fatal precedent. 

A still more intriguing possibility exists. The Stephens-Toombs 
proposal was strikingly akin to the private views Fillmore ex¬ 
pressed about the fairest way to settle the Kansas controversy. 53 
Could they have been privy to his views, feared he might go public 
with them, and acted to beat him to the punch, thereby neutralizing 
his appeal to the so-called National Democrats and conservative 
Whigs who blamed the Pierce administration for recklessly reignit¬ 
ing sectional strife? No direct evidence exists, but certain clues 
support such a hypothesis. Both Stephens and Toombs had helped 
lead Georgia’s Union Party between 1850 and 1852, and both had 
joined with Northern Fillmore Whigs in Congress in trying to cre¬ 
ate a national Union Party in those years. After 1852, moreover, 
Toombs remained friendly with Solomon G. Haven, Fillmore’s 
chief lieutenant in Congress and a major proponent of converting 
the Know-Nothings into the long-sought Union Party. Both Ste¬ 
phens and Toombs vehemently rejected Know-Nothingism be¬ 
cause of its secrecy and anti-Catholicism. Once Fillmore accepted 
the Know-Nothings’ nomination, therefore, he was out of the ques¬ 
tion so far as they were concerned. Even so, it is likely that they 
sympathized with the goals of a Union Party and were fully aware 
of the calculations of Fillmore and his friends as to who might join 
it. In June 1855, for example, Toombs wrote that the only hope for 
the South was that “Whigs, Democrats, and Know Nothings should 
come together and combine for the common safety” and “uphold 
and support that noble band of patriots North who have stood for 
the Constitution and right against the tempest of fanaticism, folly, 
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and treason which has assailed them.” Hodge, Kennedy, or Fill¬ 
more himself could have written those words. Similarly, in 1856 
Stephens asserted that his goal was to preserve the Union and the 
Constitution and to assure that “there never will be another sec¬ 
tional or slavery struggle in the United States,” sentiments with 
which Fillmore would have fully agreed. Could it be, therefore, 
that in offering their Kansas proposal, Stephens and Toombs were 
trying to undercut Fillmore’s appeal as a Union candidate in the 
South by proving to the so-called “National Democrats” whom 
Fillmore’s friends had long targeted as recruits that the Democratic 
Party was just as trustworthy a Union Party behind which “Whigs, 
Democrats, and Know Nothings should come together”? If so, 
they achieved far more success than historians have previously 
realized. 54 

The third, totally unexpected, impediment to Fillmore’s success 
was that his nomination by the Americans in February did not 
automatically assure him the support of all conservative Whigs. 
This fact points to one of the most intriguing, if unasked, questions 
about the 1856 campaign. Why was there a rump Whig convention 
in September that also nominated Fillmore and what does it tell 
us about the process by which and the reasons why the Whig party 
disintegrated? Here, answers to these questions can be sketched 
only briefly. 

From the very beginning of the Union Party movement in 1850, a 
significant minority of conservative, pro-Compromise Whigs from 
both sections vehemently rejected the idea of displacing the Whig 
Party with a new organization drawn from both the old parties. 
Men such as ex-governor Washington Hunt and Senator Hamilton 
Fish of New York, Edward Everett and Robert C. Winthrop of 
Massachusetts, Thomas Corwin of Ohio, and William A. Graham 
of North Carolina typified this group, and their leading voice was 
the prestigious Whig organ in Washington, the National Intelli¬ 
gencer. By 1854 and 1855 these men were appalled by both the 
Republicans and the Know-Nothings, and they refused to have 
anything to do with the latter even after Fillmore and his inner 
circle targeted the order for a conservative takeover. Southern 
Whigs of this ilk strenuously objected to the proscriptiveness and 
apparent religious bigotry of Know-Nothings, and Fillmore’s will¬ 
ingness to accept the American nomination and particularly Fill¬ 
more’s nativist speech at Newburgh left them cold. 55 

Among Northerners it seems to have been less the Know- 
Nothings’ anti-Catholicism than considerations of class, culture, 
and age or generation that offended them. College-educated patri- 
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cians like Everett and Winthrop regarded the young, working-class 
men who rushed to the Know-Nothing lodges as riffraff and the 
initiation rituals as sophomoric mumbo jumbo. Winthrop disgust¬ 
edly excoriated rank-and-file Know-Nothings as “repulsive,” while 
Everett huffed that “their organized action, in this part of the coun¬ 
try, is about an equal mixture of blind machinery, imbecility, and 
craft.” Sheer social snobbery kept some Whigs from having any¬ 
thing to do with the American Party. As one Fillmore American 
from Massachusetts complained to the candidate in 1856, these 
diehard conservatives “wear their Whiggery as a badge of aristoc¬ 
racy and parade it rather offensively than otherwise.” 56 

Whatever their reasons, old-line Whig conservatives refused to 
accept the American Party as a new national Union Party, and they 
regarded Fillmore’s nomination by it as a liability, not an asset. 
Some angrily condemned Fillmore as a traitorous defector from 
the Whig Party and refused to endorse his candidacy unless Whigs 
formally sanctioned it at independent conventions of their own. Of 
these recalcitrants, the most important were Joseph Gales and 
W. W. Seaton, editors of the Washington National Intelligencer to 
which diehard Whigs around the country looked for direction. 
Gales and Seaton hated the Know-Nothings, and until September 
they insisted that their only allegiance was to the Whig Party and 
complained that “there is no Whig candidate in the field.” 57 Others 
were prepared to vote for Fillmore, but they insisted on maintaining 
the Whig party as an independent organization. 58 Indeed, while 
some old-line Whigs like Corwin and Maryland’s James Pearce 
candidly admitted that “the Whig party as such is dead & buried” 
and without prospect of resurrection, others wanted to attach life- 
support systems to the expiring party in the unrealistic hope that 
it would revive to fight again another day. 59 Thus local and state 
Whig meetings and the few remaining Whig newspapers during the 
Spring and Summer repeatedly spoke of “preserving the organiza¬ 
tion of the Whig party, that it may be prepared to resume its mis¬ 
sion when the ephemeral factions of the day have dissolved” or of 
keeping “the good old Whig party alive, distinct, and organized, to 
serve as a nucleus around which all these dispersed conservative 
republican elements may rally.” 60 

Whigs who had followed Fillmore into the American Party real¬ 
ized that these hopes of Whig survival were quixotic, but they were 
also convinced that old-line Whigs “if properly marshalled [held] 
the balance of power” in the election. 61 Whig diehards, however, 
could only be marshaled by other Whigs who had remained clear 
of the Know-Nothings. For almost a full year prior to Fillmore’s 
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nomination, therefore, Kennedy had tried to no avail to persuade 
his friend Winthrop to rally such Whigs to the American cause, 
and in 1856 Fillmore personally pressed the same mission on Ever¬ 
ett. 62 In the fall of 1856 both Everett and Winthrop would publicly 
endorse Fillmore, but during the summer they remained reticent 
while other Whigs awaited some “united action” to “give due ex¬ 
pression to the political opinions they still entertain” before com¬ 
mitting themselves to any candidate. 63 

During that summer interim, when the eventual course of the 
supposedly crucial Whig diehards remained uncertain, increasing 
numbers jumped off the fence and joined the Buchanan camp. By 
mid-September, prestigious Whigs like James B. Clay, Henry 
Clay’s son. Senator James Jones of Tennessee, Charles Jenkins of 
Georgia, Senators James Pearce and Thomas Pratt of Maryland, 
Daniel Barringer of North Carolina, and Rufus Choate of Massa¬ 
chusetts had openly endorsed the Democratic nominee. 64 This 
trend panicked Fillmore and his supporters, for unless it were 
checked, what had been a trickle of undecided Whigs in Bu¬ 
chanan’s direction could become a torrent. Thus they frantically 
and pathetically sought the public embrace of equally prominent 
Whigs like Corwin, Hunt, and Fish of New York, Everett and Win¬ 
throp, and the steadfastly standoffish editors of the National 
Intelligencer. 65 

From this confluence of developments in the Spring and Summer 
emerged the drive to hold what would be the final national Whig 
convention. Fillmore and his lieutenants did not launch that move¬ 
ment, for they had simply assumed that conservative Whigs would 
back Fillmore. Rather it was first promoted by Whig papers and 
local Whig meetings, which insisted on preserving the integrity 
and independence of the Whig organization. Once it became clear 
during June and July that Whigs who were contemptuous of Know- 
Nothingism stood aloof from Fillmore, however, insiders in the 
Fillmore campaign tried to orchestrate the holding of a Whig con¬ 
vention, which they saw as the last and best hope of stemming 
Whig defections to Buchanan. 

At first even this desperate effort met frustrations because of 
the shambles into which the Whig Party had been reduced by 1856. 
With no existing Whig national committee or congressional caucus 
to set the place and date of such a convention, it was unclear who 
had the authority and necessary influence to call one. Finally, in 
April, Kentucky Whigs seized the initiative and called for a na¬ 
tional assemblage of Whigs to gather in Louisville in July, a call 
that the National Intelligencer and other Whig papers endorsed. 
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Yet so muddled were communications among the remaining Whigs 
that confusion reigned as to whether the date of the convention 
was 4 July or 30 July. 66 Because of this mix-up and probably as 
well because of the difficulty Eastern delegates would have in trav¬ 
eling to Louisville, the Kentucky meeting never took place. 

Thus two precious months in which old-line Whigs continued to 
drift and both Buchanan and Fremont made incursions into Whig 
ranks were lost to Fillmore before the Whig convention met in 
Baltimore on 17 September 1856. Lest this final chance be squan¬ 
dered, Fillmore and his lieutenants exerted every effort to make 
sure that trustworthy friends like Francis Granger, Washington 
Hunt, Graham, Joseph Randolph of New Jersey, and James Tow¬ 
nsend of Connecticut attended. As hoped, that gathering of some 
160 delegates representing twenty-one states and the District of 
Columbia gave its nod to Fillmore. 67 

Whereas the disarray displayed by Whigs in arranging a national 
convention portended the party’s imminent demise, the jubilant j 
reaction of Fillmore’s friends to this gathering of political fossils 
shows how deluded they had become by the fall of 1856. “These 
proceedings,” rejoiced one of the delegates from the District of 
Columbia, “have aroused the Whigs throughout our widespread 
land, and . . . will lead to the resuscitation of the Old Whig Party.” 1 
William L. Hodge, who had been in on the Union Party movement 
from the start and who represented his native Louisiana at the 
Whig convention, exuded equal enthusiasm and equal dimness. “It 
was without exception the finest body of men I ever saw assembled 
on any occasion—staid, sober, solid, respectable—two thirds of 
them over fifty years of age,” he gushed. “Altogether it was a meet¬ 
ing well calculated to ‘make its mark’ as it undoubtedly will do.” 6 ® 

One can imagine Federalists in 1814 saying the same thing about 
the members and impact of the Hartford Convention. Staid, sober, 
respectable, and old men do not win popular elections, or at least 
they had not since the emergence of Andrew Jackson. This gather¬ 
ing, which marked the death rattle of the Whig Party, indeed, 
makes one think of a witty epitaph for the Whig Party that a Missis¬ 
sippi newspaper editor composed in 1870. “The Whig party died,” 
he wrote, “because of too much respectability and not enough 
people.” But this last Whig national convention reminds one of 
something else as well. Over twenty-five years ago Lynn Marshall 
published an article entitled “The Strange Stillbirth of the Whig 
Party,” in which he argued that in the early 1830s the Whig Party 
stultified itself because it was leader-oriented rather than voter- 
oriented, because Whigs mistakenly believed they could form a 
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successful party by arranging coalitions of prominent leaders 
rather than by directly mobilizing voters. Marshall was wrong 
about the birth of the Whig Party, but his analysis is spectacularly 
appropriate for its death. 69 
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Dough in the Hands of the Doughface? 
James Buchanan and the Untameable Press 

Mark W. Summers 


Politics is not simply, as one pundit described it, the art 
of the possible; it is also the art of the plausible. Especially in 
governments based on the consent of the governed, policy makers 
can never afford to veer too far from public opinion. Present-day 
politicians may glance wistfully at the age of the party press, when 
hireling shills, subsidized by government patronage, defended 
whatever their leading men did. Perhaps because the way partisan¬ 
ship affected coverage seems so obvious, historians have given 
short shrift to news management in the years leading up to the 
Civil War. In this they are mistaken; for a closer examination of 
James Buchanan’s failed administration would suggest that even in 
the heydey of the organ, the news was far from the controlled 
substance that the politicians intended it to be. 1 

For all the pamphlets, lithographed cartoons, and Mardi Gras 
paraphernalia of political campaigning in the 1850s, no party could 
have done without a press establishment of its own. Newspapers 
had become indispensable to American life. 2 So great was the de¬ 
mand for dailies that every major city had at least three, and even 
with the competition, the potential income was immense. 3 The fi¬ 
nancial power of the press was one gauge of its sway over opinion. 
“The printing press is more feared this day, among the old rotten 
aristocracy of Europe, than all the armies of the world,” Governor 
William F. Packer told Pennsylvania editors. T\vo hundred thou¬ 
sand copies of a newspaper distributed on the streets of Paris 
would frighten the emperor Napoleon III more than 200,000 sol¬ 
diers marching down the boulevards. 4 What was true in the Old 
World was true in the New. It therefore behooved a president to 
have support among the editorial fraternity. 

This, on the face of it, seemed easily enough done. In Buchanan’s 
day, there is no question that most of the press was a party press: 
hirelings and apologists, trucklers and servitors. Northern villages 
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with hardly enough patronage to sustain one weekly paper were 
sure to have two, of opposite politics. No lie was too gross, no 
abuse too coarse for the partisan editor, but, then, his main purpose 
was not to gather and judge the news of the day, but to further 
the party. Newspaper proprietors sat on state and national party 
executive committees, drafted platforms, held seats in the legisla¬ 
ture, and lived off the pickings of office: printing contracts, post¬ 
masterships, and government advertising. 5 Their names were as 
familiar as the congressman from their district, and the most fa¬ 
mous were more likely to appear in political cartoons than all but 
a handful of senators. 

So when James Buchanan became president in March 1857, the 
use of the party press was a custom long accepted and long re¬ 
spected. What was different, however, was the scale of the new 
administration’s efforts to fund and curry favor with newspapers 
across the North, and the test to which party loyalty was put by 
the policies that Buchanan adopted. How far could presidential 
action control the news, how far would the organs go in following 
the leader of their party? Were there, indeed, limits on news man¬ 
agement, even among the party presses? 

Pennsylvania politics provided a ruthless school for aspiring 
statesmen. Even by mid-nineteenth-century standards, the Key¬ 
stone State was notorious for the craft and selfishness of its leading 
men. To survive in public life for forty years, as Buchanan did, 
took real skills in managing quarrelsome factions and clashing in¬ 
terests. By 1856, the “Old Public Functionary” was a renowned 
survivor. That survival he owed in large part to his henchmen in 
the press, notably John Wien Forney, the ambitious, indefatigable 
editor of the Philadelphia Pennsylvanian. Wielding a massive cam¬ 
paign fund dunned from the businessmen of New York, Forney 
flooded Pennsylvania with pamphlets for “glorious old Buck” and, 
said Republicans, filled Philadelphia with freshly minted voters, 
naturalized on the spot or imported from neighboring states. 6 

Carrying the election, however, was only the first step. Even 
before the November returns, Buchanan had begun an effort to 
sustain and support a newspaper community friendly to himself. 

That effort was tried most successfully with James Gordon Ben¬ 
nett, whose New York Herald had combined sensational coverage 
of events with conservative politics, to win a large readership. 
Bennett was worth cultivating and capricious enough to need it. 
After a long, friendly courtship of Buchanan’s candidacy, the Her¬ 
ald had jumped ship just as the 1856 campaign began—and clam¬ 
bered aboard that of Republican candidate John C. Fremont. The 
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Portrait of President James Buchanan. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


conversion was unexpected, especially to any reader familiar with 
Bennett’s tirades against “Black Republicans,” “Nigger Worship¬ 
pers,” abolitionists, and other crack-brained “babbling humanitar¬ 
ians.” It was also an alliance made to be sundered, since the Herald 
could only justify its stand by trying to pretend that Fremont was 
not the nominee of Republicans at all, but of “popular fusion” 
forces! Buchanan had been on excellent terms with Mrs. Bennett, 
who had exiled herself to Europe for some years. Whatever her 
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husband’s sympathies might,be in 1856, there was no question 
about his wife’s. 7 

So while the campaign that followed showed Bennett at his usual 
malicious best—so much so that, according to common report, 
Buchanan had asked why no true friend went up to New York to 
cut the editor’s ears off—he was as ready as ever to be bought or 
brought over. Weeks before the final returns, the “old dotard, . . . 
imbecile, miserable, gabbling old granny, who has lost his mind 
and his memory” had opened overtures to Bennett. The charmed 
publisher at once wrote back his own hope that, with the curtain 
rung down on what Buchanan had termed their Comedy of Errors, 
they might find All’s Well That Ends Well; by election day, the 
Herald had shifted into a sullen neutrality. 8 

The election only began the president-elect’s flirtation. 9 From 
then on, there were plenty of favors. The Herald received advance 
copies of state papers and leaks of inside information. Members 
of the Herald entourage were nominated for roving diplomatic ap¬ 
pointments, or sent as agents to Mexico and Bordeaux. 10 The Ben¬ 
netts came to Washington for social functions and dined at the 
White House. Cabinet members were expected to show like cour¬ 
tesies to the publisher. 11 “I am sure you will have great influence 
with the President,” Mayor Fernando Wood of New York remarked 
to Bennett, a few months before the inaugural. “There is no doubt 
of that, because I shall never use it,” Bennett shot back—which 
was about as truthful as anything else he said. There was always 
plenty of advice from the editor about whom to put in the cabinet, 
and whom to keep out, and requests for more inside information. 12 
And in return, the Herald could scarcely find words to praise Bu¬ 
chanan more highly. Indeed, when it became clear that the presi¬ 
dent might be willing to forget his pledge to stick with one term, 
if the party would do so, the Herald leaped on a bandwagon of its 
own making and urged his renomination. 13 

Buchanan showed an equal solicitude for a few reporters of na¬ 
tional reputation. Foremost among them was Francis J. Grund, 
correspondent for the Baltimore Sun and the Philadelphia Public 
Ledger. As “Observer,” Grund’s reputation was not of the highest. 
“The basest Hessian of them all,” Senator Jefferson Davis of Mis¬ 
sissippi called him. In the 1840s, a hostile source remarked, he 
“played the part of . . . everything, indeed, ‘by turns, and nothing 
long’.” “I can bear your abuse, sir,” old Senator Thomas Hart 
Benton of Missouri had thundered, when Grund tried to make 
amends, “—but I can’t stand your compliment—get out of my way, 
sir!” Under the Pierce administration, disappointed in his requests 
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A cartoon from 1856 satirizes New York Herald publisher James Gordon Bennett’s 
indecision about which candidate to support for the presidency. Bennett is seen as 
looking for appointment as Minister to France, and his preference in the presidential 
contest will hinge on which candidate is most likely to deliver such a perquisite to 
him. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 





DOUGH IN THE HANDS OF THE DOUGHFACE? 


73 


for the consulship to Marseilles (the president had been obliging, 
but Southerners had forced an indefinite postponement of the 
nomination), he filled the press with false stories about members 
of the government. Nor had there been much love lost between 
the incoming president and the correspondent in past years. In 
1848 and again in 1852, when the party’s supporters were pressing 
him for the nomination. “Observer’s” abuse had been so gross that 
the candidate’s backers had threatened to horsewhip Grund in the 
streets. They never did, and by the late 1850s, Grund had found a 
temporary berth as correspondent of the New York Herald and 
confidant of his old enemy. If hostile reports are to be believed, 
he also served as eavesdropper and informant, and was so well 
known as such that Pennsylvanians visiting the capital gave the 
White House a wide berth lest they run into Grund and have their 
names taken down. The price for his support, it was said, was the 
appointment as minister to Vienna. In fact, Buchanan did make 
him consul at Le Havre in late 1859. 14 

No less useful was Henry Wikoff, a traveling emissary of the 
government and political intriguer, with twenty years’ experience 
at some of the great courts of Europe, as well as fifteen months in 
one of its commoner jails. It was Wikoff who handled the early 
negotiations with Bennett, and continued to carry the editor’s 
views back to the White House to the end of the administration. 
In return, the president trusted him with foreign assignments and 
confidential information. Back from a mission to China, he could 
be spotted on the House floor, “glass in eye, . . . indulging in his 
favorite occupation of graceful observation—until one of Bennett’s 
enemies had the doorkeeper throw him out. 15 

More important than the Herald connection was Buchanan’s 
work to sustain his friends in the party press. The endowment of 
newspapers was, in fact, a crucial part of the distribution of patron¬ 
age, for running an organ was not easy work. “It is the most difficult 
thing in the world to find a man of whom you could say before 
hand that he would conduct a political paper with ability, and in 
conformity with a high standard of morals,” wrote William Cullen 
Bryant to Senator Salmon P. Chase. “Sometimes the talent is want¬ 
ing, sometimes the principles, and sometimes both.” 16 Usually, it 
was the money that was wanting. Party organs were ill-equipped 
to sustain themselves. 

So from the moment a party took power, the clamor for public 
funding broke forth, from the Elmira Gazette to the St. Paul Pio¬ 
neer and Democrat. In Augusta, Maine, the postmaster’s right to 
keep his place was strengthened by his having assumed a third of 
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the loss in publishing the Age. xl “The leading press of the city and 
I may say of the state, is in a fettered condition and will soon be 
sold under the hammer,” wrote a resident of Iowa City. When the 
1857 campaign began, the publishers of the Crescent and Reporter 
were forced to suspend the daily and issue only a weekly. All this 
might change, if the postmastership went to a man who “will fur¬ 
nish the means” to buy and keep up the paper. 18 

Favors were sought and granted. In Connecticut, for example, 
the editor of the Bridgeport Republican Farmer became Collector 
of Internal Revenue for his congressional district; the publisher of 
the New London Star was made Surveyor of the Port and pub¬ 
lished the nation’s laws “by authority.” So did the Hartford Times, 
while the New Haven Register's proprietor earned $8000 a year as 
Collector of the Port. The same story might be told in Rome and 
Raleigh, Vicksburg and Milwaukee. 19 

Most important was the sustaining of a national organ in the 
capital. This had been traditional since Jefferson’s day, and since 
1845 the Union had served that purpose for Democrats. But while 
no new establishment needed setting up, the president-elect had to 
fine-tune the organ and find the financial wind to fill its pipes. This 
was all the more necessary because of the complicated way in 
which the two houses of Congress had awarded their printing con¬ 
tracts. Each had chosen a firm of its own; in fact, both of them 
skimmed a profit off the top and sublet the work to Cornelius 
Wendell, half-owner of the Union. In six years, Wendell collected 
over two million dollars for himself, by padding the contracts and 
making a liberal interpretation of the terms governing the quality 
of materials used. None of this mattered to Democrats, as long as 
graft was left over to keep the Union going. But letting Wendell 
decide who should edit a Democratic organ was unthinkable: for 
one thing, he was a Republican. At first, John Appleton had been 
considered for editor in chief. When Buchanan made him assistant 
secretary of state, the honor fell to former Congressman William 
A. Harris of Virginia, who bought Wendell out and promised to 
see that any printing the Union got would be contracted out for 
Wendell to do. The arrangement could scarcely be improved. With 
all the binding and printing contracts for the government, having 
bought out Senate and House printers for $75,000, taking one dol- 
lar in every two as clear profit, Wendell had plenty of money not 
just for one paper but several, and to sustain deserving Democratic 
politicians as well. 20 

In view of Buchanan’s coddling of Pennsylvania newspapers, his 
dispersal of patronage, his cultivation of the Herald and of individ- 
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ual reporters, and the instinctive loyalty of Democratic news¬ 
papers, one might assume that he still held a strong advantage. 
Within a year, however, that advantage was shown for the illusion 
that it was. What had gone wrong? 

There were several reasons for Buchanan’s failure, several of 
them built into the process of dispensing patronage and relying on 
party papers to influence public opinion. 

The settlement of the Union's management reflected one of the 
obvious pitfalls of using patronage to win over the press. Buchanan 
had kept control of the foremost party organ, and lost his dedicated 
friend, John W. Forney, who had put a score of years and thousands 
of dollars into making Buchanan president. Needy and as passion¬ 
ate in his grievances as he was in his hero worship, he had known 
from the first what his services and editorial talents merited: edito¬ 
rial control of the Union, with a share in the lucrative printing 
contracts. Buchanan actually promised it to him without being 
asked, and Forney was so sure of his reward that he wasted no 
| time in renting and furnishing a house at the capital. Then Southern 
politicians spoke. They wanted no Northern man heading the party 
! organ, and especially Forney. The president-elect hastily had to 
withdraw his promise. 21 Other alternatives came to nothing; what- 
| ever Forney may have thought, he was certainly not cabinet mate- 
; rial and not even Buchanan’s support could shove the editor into 
a Senate seat. Forney soon discovered that the administration had 
nothing for him but leftovers, jobs of little pay and less prestige: 
the naval office in Philadelphia and the consulate at Liverpool. 
(Wendell was ready to sweeten the deal with $10,000 from the 
printing profits, if Forney would only leave the country, an offer 
that enraged the editor all the more). 22 Drinking more than ever, 
bathing himself in self-pity, he wrote pleading letters that got in¬ 
creasingly less attention. Out of pocket, he quickly became out of 
patience with what struck him as trifling treatment, “like a com¬ 
mon office-beggar,” as he complained. 23 

But Forney was no mere office beggar, and that was what made 
him dangerous. A hustling, determined businessman with long ex¬ 
perience at raising money and publishing, he could set up a news¬ 
paper of his own and command influence instantly. He did just 
that, to Buchanan’s immediate alarm and over his protests. Unable 
to buy into the Pennsylvanian, Forney established the Philadelphia 
Press. By the time its first issue appeared in August 1857, the 
cooling between president and editor was unmistakable. Each as¬ 
sured the other that nothing had changed; each told third parties 
something quite different. Buchanan could wish Forney good luck 
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in his enterprise at the same time that he warned the collector of 
the port in Philadelphia to steer clear of it, and voiced suspicions 
that the Press was working to advance the “Little Giant’s” 
interests. 24 

Buchanan’s failure to satisfy Forney was an extreme example of 
a common problem, that there was never enough support to sustain 
all the supplicants. The Concord New Hampshire Patriot protested 
furiously when the Concord Standard, “a factious, disorganizing 
sheet of two years’ standing,” was considered for publication of 
the laws. But the Standard s backers were just as angry at equal 
treatment. 25 Hell had no wrath like a newspaper scorned, and its 
readiness to make up for lack of government aid with subscribers 
made it all the less likely to sustain the administration in unpopu¬ 
lar policies. 


Even Bennett’s support came at an unceasing, ultimately exorbi¬ 
tant price. Though his wife and he did their best to inveigle Bu¬ 
chanan into providing a foreign mission, the idea got nowhere. The 
president considered making him consul to Turin, but feared to 
offend the secretary of war, whose proteg6 already held the job 
(very likely this was not the job Bennett wanted: his wife, who 
meant to live in Paris, wanted her husband near her, and the Ameri¬ 
can minister already there had just died). In the last days of the 
administration, the subject of an appointment came before the 
cabinet, and was given such a devastating knock that it was hastily 
abandoned. By that time, Bennett was no longer pleading; his emis¬ 
saries were carrying veiled threats to the White House. Within 
months of Lincoln’s accession, the Herald began an ugly series of 
articles to prove Buchanan a dunderhead, traitor, and the destroyer 
of the Union. 26 

All administrations have to live with disappointment—that is, 
the disappointment of those who failed to get what they considered 
their due. It was not necessarily fatal. 

Two other points made it so. The first was built into the very 
nature of the party press. However well it could satisfy the faithful, 
it had very little power beyond ranks of the faithful. When Southern 
senators read extracts from Northern journals, to prove the sedi¬ 
tious designs of the Republicans, Senator Zachariah Chandler of 
Michigan reminded them that the quotations came from Demo¬ 
cratic papers. Who believed that they spoke for opinion north of 
the Mason-Dixon line? “It is fortunate that the republican papers 
in Ills, have been violent,” Democratic congressman Thomas S. 
Harris confided in 1858. “/t has kept our party together, and with 
the accessions we must get, will secure our success.” 27 
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Perhaps, if the power of both parties’ press had been even; but 
in Northern cities, the weight of editorial opinion was slipping 
to the Republicans’ side, and by Buchanan’s administration, that 
slippage was beginning to tell. Leading Republican newspapers 
were big and getting bigger. The New York Tribune could boast of 
supplying over 200,000 customers in 1858, and 276,000 in 1859— 
most of them with its weekly, a distillation and compendium of the 
j dailies. The Chicago Press and Tribune doubled its circulation in 
the last two years of the decade. By contrast, the Democratic or¬ 
gans of the city went from want to beggary. The wealth of Cyrus 
I Hall McCormick not only failed to turn the Chicago Herald into a 
profitable sheet: by July 1860, its circulation was no more than 
3,000. 28 

Admittedly, Republicans raised a discordant chorus. Twitted 
about the free-trade ideas of Republican editor William Cullen Bry¬ 
ant, a Pennsylvania Republican congressman protested any confu¬ 
sion of the editor with the people he claimed to speak for. “The 
| New York Evening Post is not an organ in Pennsylvania,” he in¬ 
sisted. “We repudiate it; we disclaim it; we spit upon its doctrines.” 
In Chicago, the Democrat and the Tribune meted out blows to 
each other, and with all the more bitterness because of the local 
patronage that neither wanted to share with the other. 29 Yet, for all 
their internal disagreements, Republican newspapers at least could 
take a united approach to administration doings. So from Washing¬ 
ton came the word, constant and devastating, of corruption in the 
administration. 30 

What, then, could be said of the influence that Bennett wielded, 
too rabidly partisan to earn trust in his news, too notoriously fickle 
to carry weight in his judgments among the politically faithful? 
Obviously, the New York Herald proved an exceptionally mixed 
blessing. Roger Pryor was not expressing its proprietor’s general 
reputation too harshly when he described Bennett’s name as “the 
execration of both continents.” 31 On top of that, the proprietor’s 
reputation for quirkiness and falsehood limited how many people 
were likely to believe him. All the opposition had to do was print 
current Herald encomiums alongside invective from 1856—as it 
| often did. 32 

But Bennett illustrates the second fatal drawback to the adminis¬ 
tration news-management strategy: the independence that major 
metropolitan newspapers could afford. The publisher committed 
himself to Buchanan personally, perhaps, but on terms of his own 
choosing. Even when the love fest was at its height, the Herald s 
correspondents treated as fair game members of Buchanan’s cabi- 
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net, his inner circle, his most devoted campaign contributors, his 
Senate champions. 33 Even when friendly to Buchanan, the Herald 
could not direct public opinion very far. Its endorsement of a sec¬ 
ond term for Buchanan fell entirely flat. Within a fortnight, the 
Herald had to beat a hasty retreat, declaring that under no circum¬ 
stances would the president accept a new lease on power. 

Most of the major metropolitan papers were even less approach¬ 
able than the Herald. With a few exceptions, they flourished in the 
Republican North, and those not openly leagued with the Republi¬ 
cans at least showed a strong Northern bias in what news they 
chose to cover. Equally dangerous for a Democratic version of 
events was a growing sense of professionalism that financial inde¬ 
pendence permitted among big-city journalists. “We, too, are repre¬ 
sentatives of the people,” Morton McMichael of the Philadelphia j 
North American declared to the editorial convention meeting in 
the capitol at Harrisburg,”—representatives, holding commissions 
not less honorable, exercising functions not less important, charged 
with obligations not less weighty, and subject to responsibilities 
not less grave, than those who, by virtue of popular election, oc¬ 
cupy seats in this and the adjoining chamber. In the best and most 
significant sense we constitute an elective body.” 34 

The air of independence, at the very least, sold papers. Papers 
boasted of it; even the Washington Union swore itself “an inde¬ 
pendent journal,” one “ready and anxious to be advised upon all 
questions of public interest,” and “to give expression to the truth, 
whoever it may hit, damage, or benefit. 35 But the Union may have 
missed the reason why readers so valued at least the illusion of 
nonpartisanship. Unbiased papers were likely to give the news 
more completely, and news increasingly was what readers sub¬ 
scribed for. “The true newspaper is chiefly a minute history of th 
times,” the Springfield Republican summed up. It was the histori 
first and “prophet of the people” second. 36 

That outlook was all the more clearly reflected in the growi 
sense of self-identity manifesting itself among the members of th 
Washington press corps. Of their own abilities, they had no doubt 
at all. As the self-proclaimed ‘“Bohemians’ of the Press,” they 
hobnobbed with each other more than they did with the poli 
cians. 37 In Washington, transcribed debates gave way to real news, 
and to special correspondents, ready to tell what went on behind 
the fine words. 38 It was an arrangement that no one in power appr 
ciated fully. For one thing, they had a suspicion of reporters in 
general, and one that was well founded. Regularly, lawmakers ros 
to denounce the news reports about themselves or to correct e 
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rors. But it was also a situation that the administration was wholly 
unequipped to meet in its own provision of news coverage. 

By 1857, then, the administration faced an immense handicap in 
providing the basic information on which to make the best possible 
case for its side. The Washington Union could set the tone for 
Democratic opinion. Its funds would never permit it to gather a 
Democratic version of the news in any comprehensive way. North¬ 
ern metropolitan papers, virtually none of which were sympathetic 
to the administration, did that. 

Nowhere was the problem of uncontrollable news and adversar¬ 
ial reporting more of a problem than out in Kansas, where the 
struggle over slavery had culminated in a political travesty. Pro¬ 
slavery delegates to the constitutional convention at Lecompton 
wrote a document effectively assuring the admission of a slave 
state, whatever the actual voters desired. 39 Bad as the constitution 
was, Buchanan saw the speedy admission of Kansas as the quickest 
way of ending the territorial issue and robbing Republicans of their 
main reason for existing. He submitted the Lecompton Constitu¬ 
tion to Congress over loud protest from Northerners of both 
parties. 40 

Admittedly, then, it would have taken masterminds of propa¬ 
ganda to have transformed Lecompton into something palatable to 
Northerners of either party. It was equally true that propagandists 
were already out in Kansas making the most of the administration’s 
discomfiture. With good reason, the Washington Union warned 
readers to trust no telegraphic dispatches out of Kansas. All these 
were “manufactured . . . only for political effect.” From the terri¬ 
tory, for example, came ominous news from the Cincinnati Ga¬ 
zette's Lawrence correspondent of an impending battle between 
James Lane of the free-state government and a company of United 
States dragoons on Sugar Mound. Another report, to be sure, cited 
another witness who had seen Lane in at Lawrence on the same 
day that the battle he was engaged in was supposed to have taken 
place many miles away; but when the dispatch was trimmed at St. 
Louis for telegraph dispatch, the Associated Press suppressed that 
part. 41 But the reason that such dispatches flourished was that 
the administration went into the battle for news coverage wholly 
disarmed. Not one single Democratic newspaper had a reporter in 
Kansas that year; not one administration reporter was present at 
the Lecompton convention to put proceedings in the best possi¬ 
ble light. 

The president’s faith in the success of Lecompton was not based 
on what Republican papers would say, of course. With Democrats 
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running Capitol Hill, party regularity would put through the admis¬ 
sion of Kansas, just as soon as the rank and file were given the 
facts—Buchanan’s version of the facts. It was a fair assumption, 
if the party press did its duty . 42 Patronage could help hesitant pa¬ 
pers like the Albany Atlas & Argus find their voice. And Bu¬ 
chanan’s confidence was not wholly misplaced. Southern editors 
needed no patronage to espouse the administration line. Spoils also 
held many Northern papers steady, especially those in Pennsylva¬ 
nia . 43 The real surprise was that there should have been any break 
in the ranks at all. 

But there was, a substantial one, for reasons readily apparent. 
Whatever party leaders thought, Northern Democrats were up in 
arms against Lecompton from the moment the news reached them; 
where state political leaders and the administration disagreed, sup¬ 
porting either side ran real risks for party papers. As a result, even 
newspapers siding with the administration found that they would 
do so to their peril. Across New England, party organs fell utterly 
silent, dodged, or came out against the swindle. Not even a legisla¬ 
tive endorsement for the president’s course could swing more than 
five of California’s twenty-five Democratic newspapers behind the 
administration—and these among the least significant in the state, 
customhouse hangers-on all. “The National newspaper has done 
and is daily doing more to weaken Mr. Buchanan here, than . . . 
all the opposition press could possibly do,” wrote a government 
employee disgustedly . 44 

Douglas himself was proof that some of them did not wait to 
take their cues from the party press—quite the reverse. When 
Democrats in Congress went one way and the administration the 
other, the party press would falter, uncertain of whom to take its 
own cues from. Forced to choose between their senator and their 
president, most Illinois papers felt it their duty to go with the for¬ 
mer. Many tried to keep some ties with the administration in doing 
so, but not all . 45 

Patronage, in fact, propped up presses and deprived them of 
weight simultaneously. A ringing endorsement of the administra¬ 
tion was vitiated, to say the least, by the open knowledge that it 
was a “babbling pensioner,” desperate to protect what spoils the 
administration had already given, or to nose its way in to the 
trough. No one was surprised when the Atlas & Argus editor was 
rewarded with the Albany postmastership the following July, nor 
that the Milwaukee News preferred to stick with the admin¬ 
istration—and its editor to stick in the postmastership. The 
Rock Islander received a ten-dollar advertisement from the post 
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office, hardly enough to explain its alacrity in supporting the 
administration-backed English bill as a proper party test, but that 
was how it was explained. Had the Leavenworth Ledger been 
bought up for the administration? one congressman asked his col¬ 
league Thomas Harris of Illinois in debate. Harris did not know: 
how could he keep track, anyhow, he wondered. “They are being 
bought up so fast that I can hardly keep the run of them.” 46 By 
contrast, an organ that broke with the administration at the obvious 
risk of its living, earned an immediate (if undeserved) reputation 
for candor. 

The faith that Democrats held in their own journals made the 
opponents of Lecompton within the ranks all the more dangerous, 
and there were a surprising number of them. Even in the South, a 
few newspapers broke ranks. In May, the Richmond Enquirer 
changed hands, and positions, to support Douglas. In Louisville, 
George Prentice’s Journal carried on a regular fire against the Le¬ 
compton Constitution, and the editor himself had a national follow¬ 
ing on the lyceum circuit. If anything, the crisis showed how 
limited patronage’s appeal could be, when set against daily circula¬ 
tion. In Detroit, Wilbur F. Storey’s vituperative Free Press should 
have had some grounds for standing with the administration: an 
assistant editor who served as mail agent. Instead, the editor spoke 
for the state party, and spoke in no uncertain terms against Le¬ 
compton, which, to one grumbling regular, showed that it had 
“turned Black Republican.” 47 

Most damaging of all was Forney’s breaking ranks. The editor 
could not have remained a presidential apologist if he had wanted 
to, not as long as the Pennsylvanian carried on its rickety exis¬ 
tence. He needed an audience wider than administration loyalists. 
Reluctant to make an open war, the editor was looking for an oppor¬ 
tunity to show that he was his own man. With the Lecompton 
disaster, he found it. A bad situation Buchanan then aggravated. 
After withholding the sweets of office for so long, he arranged to 
send an emissary to Philadelphia with an offer. A post office print¬ 
ing contract worth some $80,000 could be Forney’s. All he need 
do was publish a statement in the Press that as a good partisan, 
he would leave the issue to fellow Democrats to settle and would 
abide by their decision. At best, the demand for proof in writing 
of party loyalty was a mortal insult. At worst, it was a transparent 
bribery attempt, which Forney resented still more. 48 

The former intimacy of the two men gave Press attacks special 
force. So did Forney’s freedom from patronage. From Houghton, 
Pennsylvania, came warnings that the Press was “manufacturing 
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a fixed and pervading sentiment” against Lecompton among the 
Democrats. Even journals that might be counted on the president’s 
side eventually republished its articles. So did Republican news¬ 
papers eager to emphasize the disaffection in the enemy camp. 
Who could be trusted more than “the man who, of all others made 
James Buchanan President of the United States?” 49 At first cau¬ 
tious in distinguishing between opposition to the president and to 
Lecompton, Forney grew increasingly sharp-tongued. By the time 
the House had blocked the admission of Kansas and forced the 
administration into a face-saving compromise, the Press had taken 
on an edge that few Republican organs could match. 50 

No better illustration could be had of how little patronage could 
do. Against the Press, Buchanan could rely on arguments in the 
Philadelphia Pennsylvanian and the Argus. It was hardly a competi¬ 
tion at all. The Argus barely survived, in spite of Congressman 
Thomas Florence compelling postmasters, collectors, “and Gov¬ 
ernment pap suckers of every grade,” as one contemporary 
sneered, to subscribe to his paper. 51 Long underfunded, with For¬ 
ney’s departure the Pennsylvanian lost more subscribers to the 
Press than patronage could make up for. 52 Unceasingly, publisher 
W. W. Rice dunned party leaders for help and threatened suspen¬ 
sion. The Philadelphia postmaster gave the editor of the Pennsylva¬ 
nian the post of chief clerk, and made Rice himself a mail 
messenger at $3,600 a year, which was $2,000 more than the job 
was worth. Wendell provided a share of his profits—$20,000, ac¬ 
cording to Wendell, less than $10,000 according to Rice—and dur¬ 
ing the 1860 campaign. Collector of the Port Joseph Baker paid out 
$2,500 and borrowed $2,500 more on his own name to prop up the 
Pennsylvanian, as well as several hundred dollars more for weekly 
expenses. It was more even than the lavish profits of the custom¬ 
house could afford, as Baker made clear, and he turned to the 
Democratic campaign committee for reimbursement. And all this 
aid was never enough. 53 

By contrast, Forney’s opposition only made his establishment 
more robust. Every day the Press gathered strength, one corre¬ 
spondent warned Senator Bigler. Republicans actually were begin¬ 
ning to buy it. Even in Buchanan’s hometown of Lancaster, 
subscribers dropped the Pennsylvanian in dismaying numbers. Ac¬ 
cording to the New York Tribune's local correspondent, Rice’s 
journal sold no more than one issue where hitherto it had sold 
twenty—and Forney’s two-penny paper was the gainer. A year 
later, the Press could declare its circulation second in the state and 
first in the city. 54 It was easy for administration supporters to pro- 
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test by that time that the publisher’s lies and gaffes had deprived 
him of any real following inside the party. “ Forneyism stinks,” one 
Philadelphian insisted. But the next year. Democrats divided, with 
Forney wielding his influence in ways surest to bring the state into 
the Republican column in November. 55 

With Douglas up for reelection that fall, the battle to control the 
press was waged most bitterly in Illinois; and again, the results 
provided the president with a lesson of the limits of patronage. 
Small papers might go where spoils dictated. They could not com¬ 
pete with the major party papers, the Quincy Herald, Chicago 
Times, and the Springfield Illinois State Register, each of which 
was ready to stand or fall with the state’s senior senator. When 
one of the editors of the Register tried to write an editorial praising 
the speech of Senator William Bigler of Pennsylvania in the presi¬ 
dent’s defense, it got no farther than the compositor’s hands. Be¬ 
fore it could be run off, Charles Lanphier, editor in chief and 
proprietor, spotted it in the composing room and ordered it re¬ 
moved. In the quarrel that followed, the article’s author found him¬ 
self forced to remove as well. 56 From loyalists came pleas for help 
against “the most bitter and vindictive abuse” from “the factious 
Press.” When “the official axe” fell on local appointees, James 
Sheahan of the Chicago Times had evidence against the new nomi¬ 
nees all ready. When Buchanan supporters held a rally in Chicago, 
they were drowned out by “a posse of ruffians and paid hirelings” 
from the Times. 51 Small-fry administration organs could argue all 
they pleased, without eliciting a reply. “I think the best policy is not 
to notice any of these papers,” Sheahan wrote Charles Lanphier of 
the Register, “& let their sayings be confined to their own 
bailiwicks.” 58 

Whatever hopes of propitiation the president may have had died 
quickly. “The Adm. has been considering the propriety of reading 
us all ‘out,’ & starting ‘Anti’ papers in Ills.,” Congressman Thomas 
Harris warned Lanphier in January. “But I think they have con¬ 
cluded that it won’t pay.” 59 If so, it was a resolve quickly aban¬ 
doned. By the end of the month, the post office had struck the 
Chicago Times off of its advertising list, and had begun making 
overtures to Charles Leib to help in forming an organ more to 
the president’s liking. “The Pres, is determined to crush us all,” 
Harris warned. 60 

There were two steps in the crushing: the transfer of government 
spoils and the establishment of a press more to the president’s 
liking in Chicago. The first job was easier than the second. From 
Isaac Cook, former part-owner in the Chicago Times and manager 
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of the administration cause in Illinois, came demands that the post 
offices be cleaned out of unfriendly editors. When one of the of¬ 
fenders, Austin Brooks of the Quincy Herald was actually con¬ 
firmed in his place, he gave the best argument for ruthlessness. On 
hearing the news, he swaggered up to an administration man, just 
denied a position. “I was true to Douglas and have been con¬ 
firmed,” he sneered. “You are a traitor to him & have not been.” 61 
After the failure of Lecompton, as hopes of reconciliation dimmed, 
mistakes like these were corrected (Brooks was out within a 
month). But in the end, the administration was unable to use the 
patronage to convert most of the recusants or set up new presses. 
All they did was provoke the Douglas Democrats further. 62 

In Chicago, Buchanan’s most earnest defender, ironically, was 
Mayor “Long John” Wentworth’s Republican paper, the Chicago 
Democrat; Wentworth had old scores to settle with Douglas, and 
a healthy respect for the danger that the “Little Giant” posed to 
the Republican Party, a danger that Buchanan’s program could 
never match. But since Wentworth’s agreement with the adminis¬ 
tration stretched no further than their common view of Douglas, 
and certainly not to admission of Kansas under the Lecompton 
Constitution, the arrangement was far from satisfactory. 63 When 
this failed, the alternative of establishing an entirely new paper 
was explored. In February 1858, several administration men began 
to organize one in Washington. The Chicago National Union and 
Democrat proved an unqualified disaster. Nothing but patronage 
could have kept a well-run paper alive. But it was not well-run and 
by July had caved in to the Douglas Democrats, hoisted their ticket 
to the masthead, and expired. “Requiescat in pace!" the last of its 
editors snarled, “—which, liberally translated, means ‘No one 
cares a fig about it.’” A German-language administration organ was 
placed in the hands of Louis Schade, once a Douglas man himself. 
When it became clear that someone of more professional ability 
was required, the administration sent Francis J. Grund west. In 
addition to arranging his own election to an administration excuse 
for a Democratic state convention at Springfield, Grund was to set 
up a newspaper of his own and drive Schade out of business. 
Schade took it badly, threatened to expose everyone concerned, 
and caned Grund ferociously. 64 

Editors were fired, and reveled in their independence—at least, 
within the party. “Removed or not removed—our position will not 
be changed,” the Quincy Herald s proprietor announced, after his 
postmastership was taken away. In Cleveland, the Plain Dealer's 
editor Joseph W. Gray held the postmastership until June 1858, 
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when his failure to enthuse over Lecompton brought about his 
dismissal. It did not win the Plain Dealer over. Administration men 
formed a new organ, the National Democrat. “This old rum sucker 
and political renegade,”as Gray called the privileged editor, worked 
hard among the route agents and postmaster, “levying black mail 
and subscriptions” to build his paper up at the Plain Dealer's ex¬ 
pense. The collector of the port had to pay $500 to the cause; so 
did the U.S. marshal. But in the end, the rival barely outlived the 
Buchanan administration and the transfer of spoils. 65 

Heavily subsidized from Wendell’s profits, the Washington 
Union was among the least vulnerable of administration organs. 
And yet by early 1859, it was near collapse. Its daily circulation 
amounted to some 1,150 subscribers, its weekly to 11,500. With 
$19,000 a year in outside revenues needed to keep the presses 
going, Wendell was growing sick at the drain on his printing profits. 
He wanted out. The most he could arrange was to yield the Union 
to George Bowman, a Democratic editor from the Pennsylvania 
hinterland. Bowman’s credentials as former proprietor of the Bed¬ 
ford Gazette and opponent of Buchanan’s presidential campaign 
were not what got him the job; what did was his being superinten¬ 
dent of public printing. If Wendell wanted to continue to do the 
actual work, he would have to pay $20,000 a year from his profits. 
Half of these Bowman could put into the Union, half into the Penn¬ 
sylvanian. The paper renamed itself the Constitution and hired 
William Browne as editor. Late in 1859, the Democratic Senate 
made Bowman printer as well. 66 

All the administration got for it was trouble. By early 1860, the 
Constitution sold less than 900 copies of its daily edition and only 
1,200 weeklies. After a long struggle, the Republican-controlled 
House awarded its printing to a Republican and the clerkship to 
Forney. Bowman and Wendell quarreled. Looking for a practical 
man to do the printing, the Constitution's proprietor turned to the 
publisher of the Congressional Globe. Wendell threatened ven¬ 
geance, and could make trouble two ways. First, Bowman still 
owed him money for the purchase of the newspaper. A writ at¬ 
taching the office would stop the presses. Second, Wendell knew 
too much for the administration to offend. It had been his exorbi¬ 
tant profits that had funded Buchanan’s organs in Philadelphia and 
Washington, and he had handled the efforts to bribe congressmen 
to the president’s side during the Lecompton fight. “The exposure 
will be unpleasant & involve some of our great friends,” one in¬ 
sider warned Senator Bigler. 67 It did. Wendell had much to tell 
Congressman John Covode’s investigating committee. Among 
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other things, it uncovered the fact that forty-three cents on every 
dollar of the gross receipts from printing post office blanks were 
handed over to Rice of the Pennsylvanian and later split between 
him and the owners of the Argus. 66 

Not surprisingly. Congress did away with the contracting system 
for public printing; no less astonishingly, that put the Constitution 
virtually out of business. It expired, indeed, before the president’s 
term did and had no successor. Never again would an administra¬ 
tion designate an official Washington organ. 

If the administration needed one last proof of the limited power 
of patronage and news management, it should have found it in 
ample supply in the presidential campaign of 1860. The Herald 
could be counted on. Bennett was strong for John C. Breckinridge, 
the administration ticket for president, and even more so for his 
running mate, Joseph Lane of Oregon, who, he hoped, might make 
him consul in Paris. “These articles are having a tremendous run,” 
a confidant assured Lane. “They are read and commented upon 
by men of every class, and every shade of politics.” (So they were, 
but, considering how poorly the ticket ended up doing in New York 
City, the comment could hardly have been all that favorable.) With 
postmasterships and customhouse jobs to cling to, most of the 
Democratic newspapers in Massachusetts found reason to support 
Breckinridge; the only two sure to go for Douglas were headed by 
men no longer enjoying the fruits of office. 69 

It certainly demonstrated the power of Boston’s collector of the 
port, when he dismissed a publisher for standing by Douglas, but it 
also showed the administration’s ultimate weakness that the paper 
refused to fall into line. S. O. Lamb, its editor, had been private 
secretary to the collector. He resigned rather than give way. In 
Maine, every Democratic paper but one came out for Douglas; 
the same was true in Indiana, and in Ohio Breckinridge got one 
endorsement for Douglas’s every ten. Founded in 1858 to speak 
for the administration, the Chicago Herald endorsed Douglas in 
1860. “So far as I can learn there are but two papers for us in 
Illinois,” one of the Herald s Breckinridge men wrote, “and they 
do not amount to much.” 70 

The party press could do no other, and still survive. Those hold¬ 
ing government posts knew this perfectly well, even if the adminis¬ 
tration did not. Under the circumstances, the power to reward 
became an empty one. 

Buchanan’s experience with the press was not only frustrating. 
It added to his reputation, already well advanced, of having been 
faithless to his friends. Forney attested to it regularly. So could 
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the others, used and rejected, as tools of news management. From 
George Sanderson, proprietor of the Lancaster Intelligencer, came 
imprecations at the man at whose request the paper had been 
founded in 1849, and for whose benefit it had been run at a loss 
for the past eight years. “Like an old horse, after being worked 
almost to death, and his master having no further use for him, I 
am turned out to starve and die,” he complained. “ . . . I have 
hosts of friends here who will resent the ingratitude, and I cannot 
prevent them.” By the summer of 1858, the president’s relationship 
with Rice of the Pennsylvanian was poisonous. Begged for the 
contract to print post office blanks, with profits ranging from 
$14,000 to $35,000, he responded frostily. “We had a hot time of 
it,” Rice wrote Senator Bigler afterwards. 

I did not get angry until he told me I was not fit to conduct the paper. 

I said he should have told me that two years ago and I would not be a 
ruined man as I am at this time and that there was no merit in his 
opinion in a man being true to him and to the party, but that his worst 
enemies was taken care of now ... I see no other course but to sell 
and if I do not hear from you in a few days I will advertise to sell. A 
hundred chances to one I shall be closed in less than a month. I have 
run the length of my tether, my credit destroyed with the paper men 
and every body else by this decision . 71 

The ultimate legacy, then, of Buchanan’s news management was 
not at all what had been intended. Instead of protecting his reputa¬ 
tion, it gave proofs to party regulars of a man weak, treacherous, 
and ungrateful. Instead of promoting orthodoxy among Democrats, 
it exacerbated differences. Rather than making his editorial friends 
strong, it only put off the day that they would die of inanition. And 
just conceivably, in attempting to attach the press to Lecompton, 
Buchanan may well have added to the detachment of party papers 
from political leaders. There was something in the Philadelphia 
Press' s judgment that forcing so many “nauseous doses” on the 
organs made editors far less likely to take any such medicine in 
the future. 72 The party press had many years of life left in it, and 
Buchanan had done for it what he had done for the Union itself 
and set it well on the road to its doom—and with equally good 
intentions. 
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“No Bed of Roses”: James Buchanan, 
Abraham Lincoln, and Presidential 
Leadership in the Civil War Era 

William E. Gienapp 

1 HE PRESIDENCY, EVEN TO THE MOST EXPERIENCED POLITI- 

cians, is no bed of roses,” Abraham Lincoln once observed, noting, 
“No human being can fill that station and escape censure.” 1 He 
was referring to Zachary Taylor’s controversy-wracked tenure, but 
his comment aptly foreshadowed his own experience in the office 
a decade later. It is safe to say that the position does not hold the 
same appeal for a president at the end of his administration as it 
did when he first took the oath of office, but few have been as 
disillusioned as Lincoln’s immediate predecessor, James Bu^ 
chanan. Deserted by his closest advisers, rejected by a majority 
of his party, repudiated by the electorate, and subject to a torrent 
of public ridicule, he felt an enormous relief when his term finally 
came to an end. As he rode with Lincoln in a carriage to the - 
inauguration ceremony in March 1861, the outgoing president con¬ 
fided to his successor, “If you are as happy in entering the White 
House as I shall feel on returning [home] to Wheatland, you are a 
happy man indeed.” 2 

Often the capstone of a long career in public life, the presidency 
brings with it not only significant responsibilities and substantial 
personal power, but even under the best of circumstances a 
multitude of problems and headaches as well. Yet for all its tri¬ 
als and tribulations, the presidency remains the focus of the Ameri¬ 
can political system and the most important source of national 
leadership. 

The problem of evaluating presidential leadership has long con¬ 
cerned historians and political scientists. What makes a person a 
successful president, what constitutes the nature of presidential 
leadership, and what effect a president has on the course of events 
are all critical questions. The main conclusion to be drawn from 
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these studies is that there are no hard and fast rules for evaluating 
presidential performance. Similar action in a different context can 
often lead to strikingly dissimilar results. Efforts to predict presi¬ 
dential performance, based on some mixture of personality traits 
and prior experience, have proved misguided and fruitless. 

One way to approach the problem of presidential leadership in 
American history is to compare presidents of the same era. In this 
regard, James Buchanan and Abraham Lincoln provide a natural 
comparison. Few presidents have held power in such a critical time 
as Buchanan and Lincoln; few have made decisions that have had 
more far-reaching significance for the nation. Under Buchanan, the 
sectional conflict, long in the making, steadily worsened so that by 
the time he left office the Union had been sundered by the seces¬ 
sion of the Deep South and the nation was on the brink of civil war. 
Inheriting this crisis, which had been precipitated by his election, 

; Lincoln soon confronted the challenge of leading the republic 
safely through a costly civil war to preserve the Union. The pur¬ 
pose of such a comparison is not to extol Lincoln at Buchanan’s 
expense, but instead to examine the dimensions of presidential 
leadership in the Civil War era and to probe the sources of presi¬ 
dential success and failure. 

In evaluating presidential performance, historians have given the 
two men strikingly different grades. Lincoln invariably is included 
in the highest category, and most put him at the very top of the 
list, ranking him as the greatest president in American history. 
Buchanan, in contrast, has fared much more poorly. In the 1982 
Murray-Blessing poll, the most extensive of these surveys, he was 
ranked a failure, with only Nixon, Grant, and Harding below him. 3 

Yet if prior experience was any guide, Buchanan should have 
easily outshone Lincoln as chief executive. Indeed, few men have 
entered the presidency after such long and varied public service. 
Active in public life for more than four decades, the Pennsylvania 
leader had been a member of both houses of Congress, held several 
diplomatic posts, served in the cabinet as secretary of state under 
James K. Polk, and had been a serious candidate for his party’s 
presidential nomination for over a decade. Indeed, his long and 
wide-ranging experience, coupled with his reputation for caution 
and moderation, played a large role in gaining him the 1856 Demo¬ 
cratic nomination. In 1852, the party had nominated a dark horse, 
Franklin Pierce, to head its national ticket. Pierce had proven woe¬ 
fully inadequate for the task at hand, and not wanting to make 
the same mistake again, the delegates in 1856 turned instead to 
Buchanan, a veteran party wheelhorse. Following Buchanan’s vic¬ 
tory in November, Democrats were confident that he would avoid 
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Harper’s Weekly portrays the inaugural procession, 4 March 1861. Courtesy Ol 
Dickinson College. 
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Pierce’s mistakes and successfully guide the party and the nation 
through the sectional crisis. 4 The normally astute Alexander H. 
Stephens of Georgia, for one, predicted that with Buchanan’s elec¬ 
tion “there will never be another sectional or slavery struggle in 
the United States, at least in our day.” 5 

Abraham Lincoln, on the other hand, was one of the least experi¬ 
enced presidents in American history. He had served several terms 
in the Illinois legislature, but his entire federal experience was 
limited to one undistinguished term in the 1840s in the House of 
Representatives. Failing to obtain an appointive position in Illinois 
under Taylor, he had never held an executive office, and had been 
out of public office for more than a decade prior to his nomination 
for the presidency. He had made two unsuccessful attempts, in 
1855 and again in 1858, to obtain a seat in the United States Senate. 
For a variety of reasons, however, the delegates at the 1860 Repub¬ 
lican national convention believed that he was the strongest candi¬ 
date they could run, and that none of the other leading contenders 
could be elected. Dismissing the possibility of secession, the dele¬ 
gates and party leaders gave little consideration to Lincoln’s 
qualifications or his ability to lead the country. Republicans con¬ 
cluded that Lincoln had the best chance of winning and that was 
sufficient. 6 

Upon entering the presidency, Buchanan and Lincoln each faced 
one overriding challenge. For Buchanan, it was to dampen the 
sectional conflict, reassure Southerners, and check the growth of 
the suddenly robust Republican Party. In 1856 the antislavery Re-_ 
publican Party, which seemed close to death at the start of the 
year, had nearly triumphed in its first national campaign. John C. 
Fr6mont, the party’s presidential candidate, had surprisingly run 
first in the North, carrying all the free states but five, and had 
nearly been elected. Moreover, despite his strength in the South, | 
Buchanan was a minority president, as 55 percent of the voters had 
supported either Fremont or former president Millard Fillmore, the 
candidate of the American Party. 7 With the sectional Republican 
Party having come so close to winning, it was imperative that the 
new president defuse the controversy over the expansion of slav¬ 
ery. Buchanan needed to pursue policies that would retain the 
Democratic Party’s regular supporters, prevent the Republicans 
from gaining a disproportionate share of new voters, and keep the 
Fillmore voters in the free states out of the Republican ranks. 
Large gains by the Republicans among new voters and former 
Know-Nothings would produce a Republican victory in 1860, and 
with it the likely disruption of the Union. 
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Nor was Buchanan blind to this political situation. On the con¬ 
trary, he discerned precisely the challenge before him. Soon after 
his election, he declared that his goal as president would be “to 
arrest, if possible, the agitation of the slavery question at the 
North, and to destroy sectional parties. Should a kind Providence 
enable me to succeed in my efforts to restore harmony to the 
Union, I shall feel that I have not lived in vain.” 8 

Assuming office four years later, Lincoln confronted a consider¬ 
ably more difficult problem: to preserve the Union. By the time 
he was inaugurated, seven Southern states—the entire Deep 
South—had seceded from the Union and established a rival gov¬ 
ernment, the Confederate States of America. Unwilling to recog¬ 
nize the legality of secession, Lincoln tried to continue the existing 
stalemate over Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor, but his decision 
to send a relief expedition to the besieged federal garrison led 
instead to war. In response to the attack on Fort Sumter, Lincoln 
adopted the policy of using whatever military force was necessary 
to restore the Union. Like Confederate leaders, he initially antici¬ 
pated that the war would be short and require only limited use of 
force, but by the time the conflict ended four years later, it had 
cost over 620,000 American lives and billions of dollars. Presiding 
over the government during the greatest crisis in the nation’s his¬ 
tory, a crisis entirely without precedent, Lincoln had to feel his 
way as he went, adopting means and altering policies as he thought 
best. Still, his fundamental goal remained to preserve the Union 
without destroying democracy in the process. 

In setting up their respective administrations, Buchanan and 
Lincoln confronted the thorny problem of selecting a cabinet. Lin¬ 
coln’s cabinet was easily the more distinguished of the two, but 
Buchanan’s cabinet was not a collection of nonentities. It contained 
two reasonably talented members, Howell Cobb in the Treasury 
Department and Jeremiah S. Black as attorney general, and if the 
other members were of no particular merit, only Secretary of War 
John Floyd was totally incompetent. Since Lincoln appointed all 
of his major rivals for the 1860 Republican nomination to his cabi¬ 
net—probably in part so he could keep an eye on them—its mem¬ 
bers were considerably more prestigious. It had two outstanding 
members in Secretary of State William H. Seward and Secretary of 
the Treasury Salmon P. Chase; only Caleb B. Smith in the Interior 
Department was a nonentity. One member, the incompetent Secre¬ 
tary of War Simon Cameron, became enmeshed in charges of cor¬ 
ruption and eventually departed. Thus Cameron balanced Floyd, 



Buchanan and his cabinet, ca. 1857. From Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine. Courtesy 
of Dickinson College. 


and each was replaced by a far abler man, Joseph Holt in Bu¬ 
chanan’s cabinet and Edwin Stanton under Lincoln. 

A distinguished cabinet, however, is no guarantee of a successful 
presidency; a mediocre cabinet, as Andrew Jackson’s presidency 
shows, does not inevitably preclude presidential achievement. 
While the two cabinets varied in ability, more critical was the rela¬ 
tionship between each president and his department heads. The 
cabinet played a quite different role in the two administrations. 
Under Lincoln, the cabinet was never a policy-making body. From 
the beginning of his administration, Lincoln intended to be his own 
man and to rely on his cabinet more to administer policy than to 
determine it, especially with respect to the war. Secretary of the 
Navy Gideon Welles reported that cabinet meetings were “infre¬ 
quent, irregular, and without system.” Seward was frequently ab¬ 
sent, preferring to deal with the president privately, and Secretary 
of War Stanton, fearing leaks, refused to discuss matters concern¬ 
ing the war in the presence of other members. The self-righteous 
Chase, convinced that his talents eclipsed all other members of the 
administration, including the president, was especially irritated by 
this state of affairs. “We . . . are called members of the Cabinet,” 
he complained, “but are in reality only separate heads of depart- 
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ments, meeting now and then for talk on whatever happens to 
come uppermost, not for grave consultation on matters concerning 
the salvation of the country.” 9 

Confident in his own ability to decide on the correct policy, Lin¬ 
coln never felt bound by the prevailing opinion in the cabinet. In 
its first meeting, a majority of the cabinet voted to abandon Fort 
Sumter, yet Lincoln reserved judgment. On April Fool’s Day, when 
Seward offered to be the premier of the administration and assume 
the burden of leadership, Lincoln tactfully but firmly rebuked his 
secretary’s pretensions by affirming that he intended to fulfill that 
responsibility. 10 Critical decisions such as army commands and 
military strategy were not made by the cabinet. Nor was the deci¬ 
sion to issue the Emancipation Proclamation, the most crucial deci¬ 
sion Lincoln made in the entire war, a collective one. When he 
presented the subject to his cabinet on 22 July 1862, Lincoln pref¬ 
aced the discussion by telling its members: “I have got you together 
to hear what I have written down. I do not wish your advice about 
the main matter—for that I have determined for myself. ... If 
there is anything in the expressions I use, or in any other minor 
matter, which anyone of you thinks had best be changed, I shall 
be glad to receive the suggestions.” 11 

With the exception of Chase, Lincoln remained on good personal 
terms with his cabinet members, but he relied on them as advisers 
only selectively. He sought their advice on matters germane to 
their department, and usually deferred to their judgment, but on 
other questions consulted them sporadically if at all. Welles con¬ 
fessed that “of the policy of the administration, if there be one, I 
am not advised beyond what is published and known to all.” Chase 
fumed that if he wanted to know what was going on elsewhere in 
the administration, he had to send a clerk to get a copy of the New 
York Herald . n After his early misjudgment, Seward became a loyal 
supporter and Lincoln’s most intimate official advisor. Jealous of 
Seward’s influence, Welles grumbled that the secretary of state 
spent “a considerable portion of every day with the President, 
patronizing and instructing him, hearing and telling anecdotes, re¬ 
lating interesting details of occurrences in the Senate, and inculcat¬ 
ing his political party notions.” 13 Yet there was no doubt that with 
Seward, as the other members of the cabinet, Lincoln kept the 
upper hand and retained the final authority for himself. 

In Buchanan’s administration, in contrast, decision-making was 
a collaborative effort, achieved only after long discussion in the 
cabinet. Buchanan’s style of administrative leadership was the 
search for consensus. This approach to decision-making meant that 
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the makeup of Buchanan’s cabinet, which might have been ade¬ 
quate under different circumstances, was seriously flawed. First of 
all, the most important post—secretary of state—was occupied by 
Lewis Cass, who was never particularly dynamic in his best days, 
and who by now was seventy-five years old and verging on senility. 
Cass was selected primarily because he posed no threat to any 
ambitious party leader, either inside or outside the administration. 
Moreover, as an experienced diplomat Buchanan intended to take 
the lead in guiding foreign policy, which rendered Cass’s role super¬ 
fluous. In cabinet deliberations, however, the secretary of state, as 
the leading member, should have played a key role, both in forging 
a consensus and in steering the administration away from any dis¬ 
astrous decisions. Lethargic and mentally unalert, Cass failed to 
provide such direction or weigh in with any authority. Buchanan’s 
initial choice for the post—Robert Walker, his colleague from the 
Polk cabinet—would have been a far superior choice. In particular, 
Walker, though from Mississippi, was a shrewd politician with na¬ 
tional ambitions and would have served as a forceful counterbal¬ 
ance against the overweening Southern influence in the cabinet 
and among Buchanan’s unofficial advisers. Cass played that role 
only once, when in a public relations ploy he suddenly resigned in 
December 1860 in protest over the administration’s policy toward 
Fort Sumter—but by then Buchanan’s presidency had been 
wrecked. 

More disastrous still was the fact that Buchanan’s cabinet repre¬ 
sented only a narrow range of opinion within the Democratic Party. 
A bachelor who savored good food and could hold his liquor, Bu¬ 
chanan intended to make his department heads and their wives the 
center of his society. He viewed the cabinet as akin to a family, 
and thus, except for Cass, who was simply a figurehead, he ap¬ 
pointed men with whom he felt personally comfortable. But the 
cabinet wa s e xcessively pr o-Southern in its orientation, and Its 
discussions were often dominated by Howell Cobb of Georgia and 
Jacob Thompson of Mississippi. Black, the most prominent mem¬ 
ber from the free states, tended to take a narrow, legalistic ap¬ 
proach to problems and nurtured an intense hatred of abolitionism, 
which he simplistically identified with the Republican Party. 14 

Conspicuously absent from the cabinet was any supporter of 
Stephen A. Douglas. Harboring a strong personal dislike for the 
Illinois senator, Buchanan spitefully excluded him from the admin¬ 
istration’s counsels and did not consult with him to any great ex¬ 
tent concerning the distribution of patronage, even in his own state. 
The most popular Democrat in the country and the odds-on favor- 
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ite to be the party’s presidential nominee in 1860, Douglas was 
simply too important and too popular to be ignored. Moreover, as 
the most important Northern Democrat, he represented precisely 
that wing of the party that had to be placated and sustained 
if the Republican challenge was to be beaten back. If Democratic 
strength in the North eroded any further, the Republicans would 
control all the free states and be able to elect a president without 
any support in the South. It was imperative that Northern Demo¬ 
crats have a voice in the administration, yet they were effectively 
shut out. 15 Isaac Toucey lacked any weight, Cass was in his dotage, 
and Black was out of touch with Northern public opinion on the 
slavery issue. 

The pro-Southern orientation of Buchanan’s administration was 
reinforced by his unofficial advisers. Along with Cobb, Senator 
John Slidell of Louisiana, Senator Jesse Bright of Indiana, and 
Governor Henry Wise of Virginia were Buchanan’s closest friends. 
They declined to join the administration but continued to give the 
president advice. None was particularly useful in this regard. De¬ 
spite his New York origins, Slidell was an ardent proslavery sec- 
tionalist, Wise was erratic and impulsive, and Bright was a petty 
and vindictive political hack who was only nominally a free-state 
man. His sympathies lay with the South (he owned a plantation 
and slaves in Kentucky), and he was consumed with jealousy of 
Douglas, whom he considered his rival for leadership of the party 
in the Northwest. The thought that Bright could supplant Douglas 
as the favorite of the western Democrats was laughable. Indeed, it 
did not take an astute political observer to recognize that Bright’s 
power had sharply declined in Indiana because of his proslavery 
views, and that he would be fortunate to retain control of his state, 
let alone the Northwest. During the war, he was expelled from the 
Senate for disloyalty, but by then his political power had been bro¬ 
ken. Of one mind, Buchanan’s advisers gave him similar advice 
until the secession crisis, and with his desire for harmony and 
consensus always uppermost, he lacked the independence of mind 
to disregard their advice. 

In contrast to Lincoln’s dominance, Buchanan’s role in his 
administration was much more circumspect. In this regard, the 
cases of John Floyd and Simon Cameron provide an instructive 
comparison. Evidence of mismanagement, favoritism, and corrup¬ 
tion came to light during each man’s tenure in the War Department. 
Realizing that Floyd’s actions had further discredited the adminis¬ 
tration, Buchanan wanted him to resign but shrank from insisting 
on it when the secretary refused. Floyd remained in the cabinet 
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against the president’s wishes until he could find a principled pre¬ 
text for leaving. Lincoln’s handling of Cameron, who was a power¬ 
ful Pennsylvania Republican, if not more honorable, was at least 
more effective. He forced the reluctant Cameron to resign, but 
softened the blow by appointing him minister to Russia, the kind 
of position presidents dream about, since it carried a certain 
amount of prestige but offered little opportunity to embarrass the 
administration. 

The process of collaborative decision-making gave the impres¬ 
sion that Buchanan was simply a tool of his cabinet. In a famous^.) 
story, Cobb, when once asked by a friend why he appeared wor¬ 
ried, replied: “Oh, it’s nothing much; only Buck is opposing the 
Administration.” 16 The idea that Buchanan was controlled by his 
cabinet is a stereotype. True, Buchanan was not especially forceful 
in imposing his ideas on his administration, but he did not have to 
be, for throughout most of the term his advisors were not only 
unified but their views were in accord with Buchanan’s own inclina¬ 
tions. 17 Nonetheless, Buchanan did not take a strong lead in estab¬ 
lishing policy, he shut himself off from dissenting points of view, 
including those within his own party, and he was remarkably stub¬ 
born in adhering to policies even after their disastrous conse¬ 
quences had been demonstrated. 

The harmony of Buchanan’s cabinet collapsed in the secession 
crisis. The president’s advisers were bitterly divided between se¬ 
cessionists, headed by Cobb and Thompson, and Unionists, led by 
Black. Caught between these two groups, Buchanan vacillated, 
although from the outset he consistently refused to recognize the 
legality of secession. The deep divisions among Buchanan’s coun¬ 
selors eventually led to the breakup and reorganization of the cabi¬ 
net. Cobb was the first member to leave; he was soon followed by 
Thompson and Floyd. Buchanan was particularly shaken by 
Cobb’s departure, since he was especially fond of the jovial Geor¬ 
gian. Harkening back to the ideas of an earlier era, Buchanan 
viewed politics in terms of personal allegiances, and thus he felt 
personally betrayed by the resignation of the Southern members 
of the cabinet. When Black also threatened to resign unless the 
president adopt a stronger Unionist position concerning secession, 
Buchanan abjectly capitulated and allowed Black to rewrite his 
reply to the South Carolina commissioners. “I cannot part with 
you,” the distraught president told Black, who now emerged as the 
dominant personality in the cabinet. For the remainder of his term 
Buchanan was no longer in effective control of his administration. 18 

In all of these areas, Lincoln provided a more impressive exam- 
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Contemporary portrait of the steamship Star of the West, an unarmed merchant 
vessel dispatched to Fort Sumter on 5 January 1861, providing reinforcements and 
provisions for Mqjor Robert Anderson’s beleaguered force in Charleston harbor. 
On 9 January the ship was repulsed with cannon fire from South Carolina shore 
batteries and returned to New York. From Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine. Courtesy 
of Dickinson College. 


pie of presidential leadership. Lacking an inner circle of advisers 
and political cronies, he exposed himself to a wide range of opin¬ 
ion, took the lead in establishing policies on matters that he consid¬ 
ered presidential responsibility, delegated authority effectively to 
subordinates, and displayed remarkable flexibility on questions of 
policy. His cabinet represented all the major factions in the party 
and contained the full spectrum of Republican opinion, from the 
radical Salmon P. Chase to the ultraconservative Gideon Welles. 
Nor did Lincoln allow personal feelings to determine his decisions. 
Lincoln was “a very poor hater,” a longtime Illinois associate re¬ 
marked, and he was always ready to work with anyone who agreed 
with him on a particular issue, whatever their other differences, 
including men he did not like personally. 19 He kept Chase in the 
cabinet until 1864, despite their increasingly icy relations, because 
of the secretary’s valuable service to the Union. His philosophy 
was well summarized by his advice in the 1850s to Whigs who 
resisted joining with abolitionists in opposing the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act: “Stand with anybody that stands RIGHT. Stand with him 
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while he is right and PART with him when he goes wrong .” 20 Jeal¬ 
ousy and touchy dignity, which held sway over Buchanan, had no 
influence with Lincoln. 

The two presidents also presented contrasting styles of leader¬ 
ship in the areas of foreign affairs. Buchanan was an activist presi¬ 
dent in foreign affairs, both in his involvement with diplomacy 
and in his efforts to promote American expansion. Ignoring the 
sectional tensions that had checked the expansionist impulse, 
Buchanan sought to acquire Cuba, a key objective of slavery 
expansionists; was insufficiently vigilant against filibustering expe¬ 
ditions; and negotiated a one-sided treaty with a political faction 
in Mexico that established a protectorate over that country’s 
northern provinces and authorized unilateral American military 
intervention. A coalition of Southern moderates and Northern Re¬ 
publicans rejected this treaty, which clearly was intended to lead 
to the annexation of additional Mexican territory . 21 Buchanan’s 
reckless foreign policy reflected the same blindness that under¬ 
mined his domestic program: his failure to comprehend the nature i 
and intensity of Northern fears of the slave power, and his failure 
to see that the balance of political power in the country was shifting 
away from the South. A letter he wrote shortly after he was elected 
discussing his objectives as president starkly revealed his political 
blinders. “If I can be instrumental in settling the slavery question 
. . . and then add Cuba to the Union,” he wrote without compre¬ 
hending that these goals were totally incompatible, “I shall be will¬ 
ing to give up the ghost .” 22 

Lincoln lacked Buchanan’s diplomatic training and took little 
interest in foreign affairs. Instead, he left the conduct of diplomacy 
largely in the hands of his able secretary of state, William Henry 
Seward. Occasionally Lincoln took a more active role, as for exam¬ 
ple when he toned down the language of Seward’s instructions to 
Charles Francis Adams, the American minister to Great Britain, 
following the outbreak of war, but such action was unusual. After 
a rocky beginning, when Seward proposed fighting a war against a 
European power as the means to reunite the country, the secretary 
soon won the president’s confidence . 23 

Lincoln’s style of presidential leadership on foreign affairs was 
not inherently superior to Buchanan’s. Indeed, with a secretary of 
state such as Cass it was essential that the president be actively 
involved in the affairs of the department. Instead, Buchanan’s frus¬ 
trations grew out of the fact that his policies were ill-advised. 

Lincoln devoted his attention instead to military affairs. He took 
an active role in the conduct of the war, both in the selection of 
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commanders and in the determination of strategy. While prodding 
! his often sluggish generals forward, he did not hesitate to intervene 
as commander in chief and counteract their plans. A good example 
' was when he detached part of George B. McClellan’s army during 
the ill-fated peninsular campaign to protect the capital at Washing¬ 
ton. Lincoln was a much more activist president on military affairs 
than on foreign affairs and on most domestic policies. His activity 
did not stem from any extensive military experience, which was 
; limited to a brief service in the Illinois militia during the Black 
Hawk War. Instead, it reflected the sobering effect of the Union 
I military’s disastrous performance at the beginning of the war, and 
his understanding that the responsibility and the blame would rest 
with him as commander in chief. Lincoln soon lost faith in Winfield 
; Scott, an imposing military figure but now well past his prime, and 
discovered that Henry Halleck, whom he brought to Washington 
in 1862 to advise him, was useless in such matters. 24 Instead, he 
soon came to rely on himself, carefully listening to advice from his 
generals but making decisions himself. This process began after 
: the Battle of Bull Run and continued throughout the war. Lincoln’s 
intervention varied according to his faith in the commanding gen¬ 
eral. He was less active in dealing with Grant and Sherman, who 
shared his fundamental strategic outlook, than he was with more 
laggard generals such as McClellan and Don Carlos Buell. 25 

Lincoln was also a more effective party leader than Buchanan. 
Political parties in the nineteenth century were held together by 
the glue of patronage: “to the victor belong the spoils,” a New 
York politician once commented. Consequently, both Buchanan 
and Lincoln devoted considerable attention to these appointments. 
On occasion Lincoln pretended to be above such sordid political 
details, as for example when he told a group of Pennsylvania party 
leaders, “You know I was never a contriver; I don’t know much 
about how things are done in politics.” 26 Nothing was further from 
the truth. David Donald has argued that “the secret of Lincoln’s 
; success is simple: he was an astute and dexterous operator of the 
political machine.” Neither president had enough offices to satisfy 
I every office seeker, but Lincoln made much more effective use of 
the patronage because under his policy of “justice to all” he in- 
| eluded all party factions in his appointments. 27 

Buchanan, by contrast, refused to recognize the Douglasites 
; from the beginning, and once Douglas had broken with the admin¬ 
istration over the attempt to admit Kansas under the proslavery 
Lecompton Constitution, Buchanan and his advisers waged an all- 
out war on the Illinois senator’s supporters. Douglas loyalists were 
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abruptly removed from federal office and opponents appointed in 
their place. This wholesale war on the Douglasites and anti- 
Lecompton Democrats was especially marked in Illinois, where 
the administration supported a separate pro-Lecompton Demo¬ 
cratic state ticket in 1858 in a vain effort to defeat Douglas. While 
grounded in fundamental differences of principle, the bitter 
Douglas-Buchanan feud became increasingly personal, for which 
the president deserves most of the blame. With the Democratic 
Party on the defensive in the free states, such internecine warfare 
was suicidal, as the Democratic debacle in the 1858 Northern con¬ 
gressional elections revealed. In the aftermath of these elections, 
which decimated the party’s regular Northern wing in Congress, 
the most important task confronting Buchanan was to heal the 
breach with Douglas. Buchanan, however, refused to take any step 
in this direction; indeed, he watched approvingly while short¬ 
sighted party leaders in the Senate stripped the Illinois senator of 
his committee chairmanship, which added more fuel to the popular 
perception of a personal vendetta against Douglas. 28 

Lincoln constantly had to adjudicate disputes among various 
Republican factions in the different states, but at no time did he 
single out his critics for political annihilation. Even after Chase 
left the cabinet following his clumsy attempt to challenge the presi¬ 
dent for the 1864 nomination, Lincoln did not purge the federal 
bureaucracy of Chase’s allies; indeed, he eventually appointed 
Chase chief justice of the Supreme Court. Similarly, Lincoln was 
caught up in the increasingly bitter fight in Maryland between 
Henry Winter Davis and Montgomery Blair, yet he retained the 
support of both men. Blair remained loyal even after Lincoln 
dropped him from the Cabinet in 1864. Despite Davis’s vituperative 
denunciation of the president for refusing to sign the Wade-Davis 
bill on Reconstruction in 1864, Lincoln, sensing the shifting tide 
in the state’s politics, extended greater recognition to the radicals 
in Maryland appointments. 29 Lincoln’s adroit handling of party 
critics stands in bold contrast to Buchanan’s efforts to purge anti- 
Lecompton Democrats. 

i On taking office, Buchanan realized that the most critical prob¬ 
lem confronting him was the situation in Kansas. He made an 
excellent appointment in selecting Robert Walker as the new gover¬ 
nor of the territory. Buchanan’s powers of persuasion never shown 
more brightly, for the ambitious Walker did not want the job, which 
had been a political graveyard for everyone who held it. Before 
Walker went to Kansas, he and Buchanan agreed any state consti¬ 
tution would be submitted for approval by the bona fide residents 
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of the territory. Had Buchanan adhered to this policy it would 
have defused the Kansas crisis. Shortly after he took up his new 
post, Walker concluded that the cause of slavery was futile in the 
territory. Consequently, he soon came under fire from Southern 
leaders in Washington, and under heavy pressure Buchanan aban¬ 
doned his governor, with disastrous results for himself and his 
party. 30 — 

Lincoln, in contrast, could take the political pounding. He stood 
up to an avalanche of criticism after rescinding John C. Fremont’s 
emancipation edict in Missouri in 1861. He refused to let the radi¬ 
cals force his hand on emancipation in 1862 or on his policy of 
reconstruction in 1864. He resisted the growing popular cry for 
peace negotiations in 1864 and effectively deflected the issue by 
permitting unofficial peace commissioners to go to Richmond, a 
move that exposed the unwillingness of Jefferson Davis to consider 
anything less than Southern independence. 31 After endorsing a pre¬ 
mature military campaign that resulted in the Union rout at Bull 
Run, he relied more on his own judgment in strategic matters, a 
tendency that was reinforced by Henry Halleck’s refusal to take 
responsibility or give advice. He made some unfortunate appoint¬ 
ments to army commands, but in the end he found the generals he 
needed to win the war. He endured personal slights, social humili¬ 
ation, unprecedented ridicule, and vicious criticism without losing 
faith in himself or the Union cause. 

Neither party was completely united when each man took office, 1 
and these divisions worsened over time. But under Buchanan the 
Democratic Party was torn to shreds by the Lecompton issue and 
the mounting hostility between Southern Democrats and the Doug- 
lasites. Far from ending the feud and healing the breach, Buchanan 
contributed to it by waging an all-out war against anti-Lecompton 
Democrats in the North and removing them from office. While_j 
more was involved in this division than Buchanan’s personal feel¬ 
ings, only he had the power to heal this division. A magnanimous 
gesture, an appeal for party unity, and some plain talk to Southern 
Democrats was essential. Instead, the president responded by nur¬ 
turing petty grievances, voicing a determination to destroy his 
party opponents, and promoting blatantly pro-Southern policies. 
The result was the rupture of the party at the 1860 Charleston! 
convention, an outcome orchestrated by Buchanan’s advisers on 
the scene, headed by Slidell and Bright. 32 In the end, the Demo¬ 
crats ran two presidential candidates in 1860, Douglas, who repre¬ 
sented the Northern wing of the party, and Vice-President John 
C. Breckinridge of Kentucky, who was nominated by Southern 
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Democrats. Buchanan ended his term a thoroughly repudiated 
president. Deserted by his Southern friends, he had no influence 
in Congress, even among Democrats, and was openly ridiculed. 
Few presidents have left office with less influence over their party 
than Buchanan. By his retirement he was truly a man without a 
party, rejected by virtually everyone and without prestige or 
influence. 33 

Lincoln also confronted a deepening division in his party, espe¬ 
cially over the issues of slavery, war policy, and reconstruction. 
As the war dragged on, the Radicals became more vociferous in 
their condemnation of the president and his policies. But Lincoln 
handled this division much more effectively. With an eye to party 
harmony, he granted the Radicals honesty of purpose. As he told 
his secretary, John Hay, “They are nearer to me than the other 
side, in thought and sentiment, though bitterly hostile to me per¬ 
sonally. They are utterly lawless—the unhandiest devils in the 
world to deal with—but after all their faces are set Zionwards.” 34 
Moreover, time and again he effectively outmaneuvered the Radi¬ 
cals and defeated their efforts to dictate policy. As agitation to 
make emancipation a Union war aim intensified in the party, Lin¬ 
coln undercut the Radicals by approving the First and then thej 
Second Confiscation Act. Although he signed the second act,] 
which provided for the emancipation of any slave owned by a dis¬ 
loyal master, Lincoln ignored the law and continued to pursue his j 
own policy on slavery. Radicals might fume privately, or grumble 
about Lincoln’s lack of purpose, but they were powerless to check] 
him. Few participated in the movement to nominate a separate 
ticket in 1864, and any hope to prevent Lincoln’s nomination at 
the Union convention quickly ended with the election of so many 
federal officeholders, all loyal Lincoln men, as delegates. Despite 
more than three years of criticism that he was too indecisive and 
not up to the task before him, Lincoln was easily renominated by| 
the Republican convention in 1864. Lincoln’s ability to keep policy 
in his own hands, to retain the support of the federal bureaucracy 
and easily win renomination were all testimony to his effectivej 
party leadership. A number of Republicans were unhappy with Lin 
coin, but they could not prevent his renomination. 35 

Another critical component of presidential leadership is relation 
with Congress. In dealing with the legislative branch, neither Bn 
chanan nor Lincoln was an activist president in the modern sens 
of the term. While they recommended general policies, they gener 
ally did not submit legislation to Congress. 

Lincoln’s philosophy harked back to the principles of the 
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Party. “My political education strongly inclines me against a very 
free use of any . . . means, by the Executive, to control the legisla¬ 
tion of the country,” he affirmed in a speech as president-elect. 
“As a rule, I think it better that congress should originate, as well 
as perfect its measures, without external bias.” 36 Thus, while he 
was a firm believer in using government power to promote eco¬ 
nomic development, he showed little interest in the precise form 
of economic legislation passed during the war, leaving it largely to 
Congress to frame such important legislation as the Homestead 
Act, the Land Grant College Act, the protective tariff, and the 
national banking laws. Indeed, he largely relied on Chase to deal 
with Congress on matters of taxes, bonds, and banking. Once, 
when the secretary of the treasury sought his advice on a financial 
matter, Lincoln replied with less than complete candor, “You 
understand these things. I do not.” 37 Only Chase’s insistence that 
the outcome in Congress hinged on presidential action induced 
Lincoln to lobby personally for passage of the National Banking 
Act of 1863. 

Lincoln’s most active role in legislative matters occurred on the 
issue of slavery. Again, this reflected Lincoln’s basic belief that 
the question of emancipation and Union war aims was his respon¬ 
sibility as commander in chief, and not that of Congress, since 
the Constitution gave Congress no jurisdiction over slavery in the 
states. As Lincoln expressed his constitutional view on one occa¬ 
sion, “I conceive that I may in an emergency do things on military 
grounds which cannot be done constitutionally by Congress.” 38 In 
his annual message in 1861, Lincoln urged Congress to adopt a 
plan to finance gradual emancipation in the border states. When 
Congress failed to act on the matter, Lincoln sent specific legisla¬ 
tion to Congress. In the summer of that year, when Congress 
passed the Second Confiscation Act, Lincoln forced a modification 
of the act by threatening to veto it until Congress passed an ex¬ 
planatory resolution meeting his objections, which it did. (Though 
he then signed the bill, he sent the veto message he had drafted to 
Congress anyway.) 39 Finally, following his reelection, he threw all 
of his influence behind the drive to gain the last few votes needed 
in the House of Representatives to pass the proposed Thirteenth 
Amendment abolishing slavery. He made lavish use of the patron¬ 
age to win the votes of a handful of Northern Democrats, which 
enabled the amendment to pass and be sent to the states for ratifi¬ 
cation. Never before as president had Lincoln taken such an active 
and concerted role in securing legislation. 40 

Buchanan was even less active, viewing the president’s respon- 
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sibility as simply to approve or disapprove laws Congress passed. 
The most concerted intervention by his administration was during 
the unsuccessful struggle to get Congress to approve the Lecomp- 
ton Constitution and in the ensuing negotiations to find a way out 
of the stalemate that produced the English bill. Buchanan was more 
energetic, however, in using the veto. Lincoln vetoed only one 
important piece of legislation during his presidency, the Wade- 
Davis bill, which he believed infringed on his power as president 
to establish a program of reconstruction. Buchanan, on the other 
fHand, vetoed several pieces of legislation that would have economi¬ 
cally benefited the North, including a homestead bill, a bill to expe¬ 
dite overland mail to California, and a bill to grant public land to 
support agricultural colleges. These vetoes, done at the behest of I 
Southern politicians, further weakened the Democratic Party in 
the free states and did nothing to shore up the president’s sag¬ 
ging popularity. 41 

^Neither president enjoyed especially harmonious relations with 
Congress, but again Buchanan fared worse. His problems began 
f with his ill-fated decision to endorse the Lecompton Constitution, 
which would have made Kansas a slave state. Douglas broke with 
the president and led a small number of Northern representatives 
V. into open rebellion. His anger roused by this challenge to his lead¬ 
ership, Buchanan refused any compromise and vowed to force Le-| 
compton, as he phrased it, “naked through the House.” 42 He pulled 
out all the stops to secure the votes in the House to admit Kansa 
under the Lecompton Constitution, including allegations of out¬ 
right bribery. Rarely had Washington witnessed such a titanic 
struggle or more aggressive intervention in congressional affair 
by the executive branch. Yet in the end Buchanan’ s humiliatio ij 
was complete. The Lecompton Constitution was rejected, the un¬ 
scrupulous lobbying campaign was soon exposed to public eyes, j 
and a majority of Northern Democrats in Congress was estranged 
from the administration. 

Buchanan’s relations with Congress reached the nadir in the se 
^cession crisis. Disowned by a majority of his party and repudiated 
by the recent national election, Buchanan could have salvaged his 
leadership only by decisive action. With his cabinet deeply divided 
such a response from the indecisive chief executive was impos 
sible. Instead, he destroyed whatever credibility he had left by| 
adopting the constitutional position that secession was illegal but 
he had no power to coerce a state. 43 He left it to Congress to decide 
whether new legislation was required to deal with secession. Onlyj 
Congress, he insisted, could “authorize the employment of military 
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Cartoon during the secession crisis depicts Buchanan as a feckless granny, unable 
to cope with the secession of South Carolina and its ramifications. Courtesy of 
Dickinson College. 


force.” The president had “no authority to decided what shall be 
the relations between the Federal Government and South Caro¬ 
lina.” In his memoirs, he emphasized the Congress had refused to 
pass any legislation to call up volunteers or employ force, but the 
truth was Buchanan did not want such legislation enacted. 44 Bu¬ 
chanan’s goal was simply to hang on for the remainder of his term, 
refuse to recognize secession, and turn the problem over to 
Lincoln. “It was his policy to preserve the peace if possible,” 
Secretary of War Joseph Holt explained, “and hand over the Gov¬ 
ernment intact to his sucessor.” 45 __ 

Because of his hesitant response to secession, false charges of 
the president’s complicity in disunion and treason soon began to_ 
circulate. Buchanan found himself virtually without political sup¬ 
port: Republicans dismissed him as a weakling and a coward and 
called for his impeachment, Douglas Democrats wanted nothing to 
do with him, and his Southern allies quickly deserted him, leaving 
him a bitter and broken man. According to one supporter, the 
harried president was “execrated now by four-fifths of the people 
of all parties.” 46 In this situation, Congress went out of its way to 
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affirm publicly its lack of confidence in the chief executive, rou¬ 
tinely voting down various laws to deal with the crisis and refusing 
to consider his appointments to fill federal vacancies caused by 
the resignation of secessionists. 

Lincoln also found Congress a trial. Once a senator came to the 
White House and launched into a vituperative denunciation of the 
president and his policies and ended with the warning, “Sir you 
are within one mile of Hell!” To which a smiling Lincoln replied, 
“Yes, ... it is just one mile to the Capitol!” 47 Determined to re¬ 
spond vigorously and conduct the war according to policies he 
set, he refused to allow himself to be hamstrung by the lack of 
congressional authorization, and he had no illusions about the role 
of Congress in waging the war. With the outbreak of hostilities, he 
called Congress into special session to meet on 4 July, thereby 
giving himself a free hand for more than two months. Lincoln took 
full advantage of this period, taking a series of steps by executive 
edict that clearly exceeded his legal authority. Lincoln felt he had 
to act decisively, which was true, but it is clear he also did not 
want any interference by Congress. When Congress convened, it 
had little choice but to ratify Lincoln’s actions after the fact. In¬ 
deed, it was not just coincidence that Lincoln’s most decisive asser¬ 
tions of presidential power normally occurred when Congress was 
not in session. 48 

Still, Lincoln’s relations with the legislative branch never de¬ 
scended to the level of the Buchanan years. This more harmonious 
relationship reflected in part the fact that Lincoln was much more 
tactful and flexible in his approach. As a minority president and the 
Republicans’ first chief executive, Lincoln was also more sensitive 
about maintaining party unity. He shrewdly steered a middle 
ground between the conservatives and Radicals in his party, sat¬ 
isfying neither fully but keeping both united in their opposition 
to the Democrats. Had he lived, he would have reached some; 
accommodation with his party critics over the question of Recon¬ 
struction. Relations between the president and Congress no doubt 
would have been strained at times, but they never would have 
reached the paralysis of the final months of Buchanan’s administra¬ 
tion, or during the presidency of Lincoln’s successor, Andrew 
Johnson. 

A striking example of Lincoln’s astuteness and his ability to 
outmaneuver his congressional critics was the cabinet crisis in De¬ 
cember 1862. Egged on by Chase’s allegations that Lincoln was 
controlled by Seward, who purportedly opposed a vigorous prose¬ 
cution of the war, and that the rest of the cabinet was ignored, a 
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committee of Republican senators came to the White House to 
demand a shake-up of the cabinet. Aware of the origins of this 
movement, Lincoln arranged for the delegation to meet with him 
in the presence of the entire cabinet except for Seward. With his 
cabinet colleagues as witnesses, Chase was forced to declare that 
the cabinet was in basic agreement on war policy, thus directly 
contradicting what he had been telling members of Congress pri¬ 
vately. Seward had already submitted his resignation, and the next 
day an embarrassed Chase hesitantly offered his. Drawing on his 
backwoods heritage, Lincoln explained, “Now I can ride; I have 
got a pumpkin in each end of my bag.” 49 He rejected both resigna¬ 
tions, thereby stymieing the Congressional movement to reorga¬ 
nize the cabinet. The crisis ended with Lincoln in firm control of 
his cabinet and free of congressional dictation. As Leonard Swett, 
who had observed Lincoln closely for many years in Illinois, re¬ 
marked, “He handled and moved men remotely as we do pieces 
upon a chess-board.” 50 

Contrast this outcome with Buchanan’s famous interview with 
Stephen A. Douglas prior to the assembling of Congress in Decem¬ 
ber 1857. Cognizant that the proslavery Lecompton Constitution 
threatened to annihilate the Democratic Party in the free states, 
Douglas urged Buchanan not to endorse the constitution, which 
represented the wishes of only a small minority of the residents of 
Kansas. Far from seeking some understanding with the Illinois 
senator, Buchanan threatened to end his political career if he did 
not go along with the administration on this question. He not too 
subtly reminded Douglas that those Democrats who opposed An¬ 
drew Jackson on the bank issue had been destroyed. Unwilling to 
be read out of the Democratic Party by a man he considered his 
inferior, Douglas as he reached for his hat defiantly shot back, “Mr. 
President, I wish you to remember that General Jackson is dead.” 51 
The situation required more than false bravado and meaningless 
threats on the president’s part; its outcome amply demonstrated 
the inadequacy of Buchanan’s leadership. 

Neither Lincoln nor Buchanan had extensive dealings with the 
judiciary, but a famous example from each man’s presidency high¬ 
lights their different approaches to presidential leadership. Bu¬ 
chanan’s most celebrated dealing with the Supreme Court occurred 
in the Dred Scott case, when he surreptitiously intervened to get 
Justice Robert Grier of Pennsylvania to join the Southern majority 
in issuing a broad decision. Privately informed of the Court’s pend¬ 
ing decision, Buchanan announced in his inaugural address that 
the Court would soon render its decision. “To their decision, in 



116 


WILLIAM E. GIENAPP 


common with all good citizens,” he proclaimed with affected igno¬ 
rance, “I shall cheerfully submit, whatever this may be.” 52 

Buchanan’s intervention was improper, but the real failure of his 
leadership on this matter was not that he exceeded his authority- 
so did Lincoln on many more occasions, with not nearly as much 
damage to his reputation—but the ends to which he used this 
power. Buchanan naively believed that a Supreme Court decision 
upholding the extreme Southern position on the legality of slavery 
in the territories would settle the sectional conflict. Instead, the 
Dred Scott decision was one of the most ill-conceived decisions 
the Court has ever rendered in its long history, for which Buchanan 
bears partial responsibility. It angered the North, intensified the 
sectional conflict, weakened popular sovereignty, which was the 
only remaining moderate solution to the problem of slavery expan¬ 
sion, and gave nothing of substance to the South. It neither 
strengthened slavery nor enhanced Southern power. Moreover, it 
reinforced the growing Northern belief in a slave power; if Bu¬ 
chanan’s role in the decision had been known at the time, the 
outcry in the North would have been even stronger. 53 

During the Civil War, the Supreme Court generally refrained 
from interfering with the Lincoln administration’s war policies. Its 
celebrated decision in ex parte Milligan, striking down military 
trials of civilians accused of antiwar activities, was not rendered 
until after the war was over. The most famous clash between Lin¬ 
coln and the judiciary occurred at the beginning of the war, when 
Chief Justice Roger Taney, sitting on the circuit court, ruled in the 
case of ex parte Merry man that Lincoln’s suspension of the writ 
of habeas corpus in Maryland was illegal. Lincoln did not shrink 
from this challenge or hide behind subordinates. Convinced that 
this was an executive power and that it was necessary to prevent 
disloyal activity, he instructed his military commanders to disre¬ 
gard Taney’s ruling and reaffirmed his expansive view of presiden¬ 
tial powers in wartime. Lincoln’s action was an ominous precedent 
that could be used by future presidents far less well intentioned 
and far more abusive of presidential power than he. But Northern 
public opinion was generally supportive of his action because of 
the extraordinary nature of the threat to the government. 54 

Another major source of presidential power is public opinion. 
As the only member of the federal government elected by all the 
people, the president is in a unique position to shape and mobilize 
public opinion; his relationship with the people can provide a great 
reservoir of power in any clash with the legislative branch. Bu¬ 
chanan proved hopelessly inept at this aspect of governing, dis- 
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playing a lack of ability to read the public mood and no talent 
to rouse popular support. Lincoln, in contrast, was a master in 
these matters. 

Adept at using his voluminous private correspondence to gain 
support, Buchanan had never displayed particular talent as a public 
speaker or literary stylist. He had received a good education and 
was an extremely successful lawyer, yet he lacked the ability to 
elevate his thought out of the ordinary channels. He produced 
no ringing documents defending his administration’s policies, and 
indeed, in four decades of public service, never coined a memo¬ 
rable phrase or voiced a memorable statement. His failures in this 
regard were apparent in the struggle over the Lecompton Constitu¬ 
tion, and again in the secession crisis. Buchanan was woefully" 
incapable of mobilizing Northern public opinion behind his policy 
on secession. If ever a president needed to stake out a clear and 
forceful position and rally public sentiment behind it, it was then; 
if ever a president failed utterly, it was then. 

While he was largely self-educated, having by his calculation 
less than a year of formal schooling, Abraham Lincoln was an 
accomplished literary craftsman. He was also a superb debater, 
well versed in appealing to the ordinary folk. His speeches and 
writings possess an eloquence few presidents have ever ap¬ 
proached. Time and again during the war, in his public documents, 
he displayed unrivaled ability to rouse the popular emotions by 
placing the struggle in its broadest context and rooting it in the 
most basic American values. In his special message to Congress 
on 4 July 1861, he described the war as part of the larger struggle 
for democracy and opportunity throughout the world: “This is es¬ 
sentially a People’s contest. On the side of the Union, it is a strug¬ 
gle for maintaining in the world, that form, and substance of 
government, whose leading object is, to elevate the condition of 
men—to lift artificial weights from all shoulders—to clear the paths 
of laudable pursuit for all—to afford all, an unfettered start, and a 
fair chance, in the race of life.” 55 His letter to James Conkling on 
emancipation and to Erastus Corning on civil liberties demon¬ 
strated his fundamental decency and good sense. The Gettysburg 
Address, the most famous presidential speech ever delivered, con¬ 
cisely stated the meaning of the war, and the Second Inaugural, 
given on the eve of victory, was remarkable for its humility and its 
compassion. Lincoln’s ability to reach out to the common people 
of his society, from whose ranks he had risen, was displayed 
throughout his presidency, and provided him a solid base of popu¬ 
lar support. In fact, Lincoln was probably more popular with the 
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people than he was with the leaders of his party, as his easy renomi¬ 
nation in 1864 demonstrated. 

In every regard, Lincoln proved a superior president to Bu¬ 
chanan. He was an extraordinary politician, able to work with men 
of diverse viewpoints on a broad range of issues. He displayed an 
uncanny feel for public opinion and was unrivaled in his ability to 
shape and influence popular feelings. He had the ability to assess 
character, to weigh alternatives, and to clearly perceive the conse¬ 
quences of his actions. He did not blind himself to political reality 
or surround himself with individuals who thought like he did on 
all matters. While he preferred harmony to conflict, he did not 
believe it was possible to establish an effective administration on 
the ideal of consensus. 

Like other strong presidents, Lincoln took an expansive view of 
his powers. Whether he would have been as active a president had 
the war not occurred is doubtful since he grounded his claim of 
special powers on his role as a commander in chief. The powers 
Lincoln exercised were breathtaking in their extent and signifi¬ 
cance. He spent money without congressional authorization, sus¬ 
pended the writ of habeas corpus throughout the Union, authorized 
military trials of civilians, proclaimed a blockade, initiated a pro¬ 
gram of reconstruction, dictated the terms for peace, and abolished 
slavery by presidential edict. He walked the thin line between fail¬ 
ing to respond vigorously and abuse of power with remarkable 
deftness. Exercising unprecedented power, he was neither cor¬ 
rupted by it nor viewed it as an end in itself. 

After a number of disappointments, his domestic and military 
policies finally bore fruit and the Union prevailed in the war. The 
Union was saved and slavery abolished, two accomplishments that 
have enshrined Lincoln in the national memory. Lincoln was fortu¬ 
nate that the military tide turned before the 1864 election. Had he 
left office in 1862 or even 1863, historians undoubtedly would rank 
him a failure. 

Buchanan enjoyed no similar success. A useful and talented 
subordinate when guided by a strong hand like James K. Polk’s, 
Buchanan was far less effective as the leader of a national adminis¬ 
tration. Buchanan displayed three fundamental shortcomings as 
president. First, he disliked conflict and confrontation, and thus 
selected his cabinet on grounds of personal compatibility rather 
than ability, usefulness, or representativeness. Second, he sought 
to rule by consensus in a period when party consensus was impos¬ 
sible. His conception of the administration, in which the president 
was the first among equals, was a severe handicap to devising effec- 
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Satirical cartoon about the state of the Union that suggests Buchanan utterly failed 
in his cardinal responsibility as president of the United States. Courtesy of Dickin¬ 
son College. 


tive policies, a shortcoming exacerbated by his unwillingness to 
consider dissenting points of view. Effective presidents must han¬ 
dle conflict and confront divergent viewpoints. As his popularity 
dropped, Buchanan psychologically withdrew into his narrow cir¬ 
cle of advisers and cronies; he wailed bitterly over the desertion 
of some of his closest friends and political allies. 

But Buchanan was hurt most of all by the policies he followed. 
He manifested little comprehension of public opinion, lacked the 
ability to shape and mobilize popular sentiment, and repeatedly 
failed to anticipate correctly the consequences of his actions. Bu¬ 
chanan’s obliviousness to political reality is difficult to explain, 
primarily because it was so unrelenting. But beyond his indecisive 
nature, his close personal friendships with Southerners, his moral 
indifference to the institution of slavery, and his emotional depen¬ 
dence on his friends, several other factors can be cited. He came 
from Pennsylvania, a state where antislavery sentiment was weak, 
which hindered his developing a sound understanding of the anti¬ 
slavery movement. Instead, he persisted in lumping abolitionism 
with other, more moderate forms of antislavery sentiment. This 
basic misperception was compounded by his absence from the 
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country in 1854 and 1855; as a result, he had no appreciation of 
the depth of feeling involved in the protest against the Kansas- 
J'Jebraska Act or any comprehension of the nature of the Republi¬ 
can Party and the reasons for its success. Furthermore, he had not 
been a candidate for a popularly elected office for a quarter of a 
century when he ran for president, a fact that lessened his under¬ 
standing of public opinion and the electorate. He owed his political 
success much more to his ties to party leaders than to any popular j 
base of support. In many ways, by the time he became president j 
at the age of sixty-five, he was a political anachronism. He looked 
back to an earlier era of American politics, when antislavery was 
disreputable, sectionalism was condemned, and the Northern ma¬ 
jority was ready to make concessions to the South for the sake of 
the Union. He never appreciated how much the political situation 
had changed during the past few years. 


While Buchanan adhered to an unremarkable view of the powers 
of his office, his failure stemmed less from his conception of presi 
dential power than from his blindness to political reality. As presi 
dent, he demonstrated cardinal shortcomings as a political leader. 
He was unable to judge character and to assess accurately men’s' 
usefulness. Remarkably sensitive to Southern fears, he betraye< 
not the slightest comprehension of Northern public opinion an< 
lacked the ability to shape and mobilize opinion in either section. 
And finally, he lacked the ability to clearly weigh the consequence! 
of actions and policies. 

The result of these shortcomings was a series of political disas 
ters, the cumulative effect of which was to wreck his party and hi 
presidency. Few presidents have done more in four years to brin 
the opposing party to power. Aided by the proslavery Dred Sco 
decision, in which Buchanan played a direct and improper role; 
the unprecedented level of graft and corruption that marred his 
term in office; the administration’s economic policies, which alien 
ated important groups in the North; the Lecompton struggle 
which inflamed sectional passions and reinvigorated the slavery 
extension issue; and the split of the Democratic Party, which Bi 
chanan’s policies precipitated and his small-mindedness continue 
the Republican Party carried the 1860 presidential election. Thii 
was precisely the result he had pledged to prevent on taking office; 
When he left Washington and returned to Wheatland in Marcfl 


1861, the dark clouds of the sectional storm had gathered, and ci' 
war was only a few weeks away. 
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James Buchanan, the Neutrality Laws, and 
American Invasions of Nicaragua 

Robert E. May 


When it comes to ratings of American chief executives, 
President James Buchanan occupies a lowly rank. Though there are 
dissenting voices such as that of biographer Philip Shriver Klein, 1 
historians long ago reached a consensus that Pennsylvania’s only 
president did his country a terrible disservice by promoting poli¬ 
cies that aggravated the sectional crisis of the 1850s: he imposed 
on the Supreme Court for the Dred Scott decision and he tried to 
impose the Lecompton Constitution on a free-soil majority in Kan¬ 
sas. His patronage mistakes and inability to suppress corruption 
within his cabinet, moreover, facilitated the Republican Party tri¬ 
umph that triggered Southern secession. Once faced with disunion, 
the conventional wisdom has it, Buchanan ducked responsibility 
by an unmanly dumping of the mess onto the laps of his country’s 
congressmen and, ultimately, his successor in the White House. 2 
Buchanan, we are reminded ad infinitum, was no General Jackson! 

Historians, as Robert K. Murray and Tim H. Blessing recognize 
in their study of presidential ratings, are far less likely to consider 
foreign policies crucial when assessing nineteenth-century presi¬ 
dents than in evaluations of their twentieth-century successors: 
world power status following the Spanish-American War height¬ 
ened the salience of diplomatic concerns and meant that American 
decision making would have increased impact on other nations. 
Certainly this observation applies to James Buchanan’s administra¬ 
tion, given its relationship to the seminal domestic event in Ameri¬ 
can history—the Civil War. Unlike many successors, and even 
some earlier chief executives such as James Monroe and James K. 
Polk, whose names are connected with foreign affairs, Buchanan 
is remembered primarily for his domestic policies. Nevertheless, 
Buchanan’s conduct of diplomacy is not, and has not been, irrele¬ 
vant to assessments of his presidential record. Today, I would like 
you to ponder this “other” side of the Buchanan administration. 
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Does analysis of Buchanan’s diplomacy contribute to his poor 
standing? Or does consideration of Buchanan’s foreign policies— 
and they were his policies since scholars agree that he thoroughly 
dominated Secretary of State Lewis Cass—revise the stereotype 
of a catastrophic presidency? 3 

This is not an easy question to answer. Some modern scholars 
echo Louis Martin Sears’s now ancient pronouncement that Bu¬ 
chanan’s diplomacy proved “a moderate success.” Philip Klein’s 
biography praises the president’s handling of U.S. relations with 
Great Britain. He lauds Buchanan’s success in persuading the Brit¬ 
ish to give up their Bay Islands colony and Mosquito Protectorate 
in Central America and to renounce the right to search U.S. vessels 
on the high seas. He also credits Buchanan with a miscellany of 
other diplomatic triumphs, including a satisfactory resolution of 
U.S. claims against Paraguay, the protection of naturalized Ameri¬ 
cans traveling abroad against conscription into the French army, 
and treaties that facilitated U.S. trade with three continents. Con¬ 
sequent journal articles by Foster M. Farley and Robert Ralph 
Davis, Jr., confirmed Klein’s assessment. Farley commended Bu¬ 
chanan for resisting Anglo-French blandishments to involve the 
United States in military campaigns in China. Davis offered statis¬ 
tical evidence that Buchanan took energetic and effective action 
against the African slave trade. 4 However, reviews of Buchanan’s 
foreign relations are mixed. Blistering indictments in Elbert B. 
Smith’s The Presidency of James Buchanan and other works help 
fetter Buchanan in the presidential cellar. 

Though scholars fault the president’s diplomacy on several 
counts, their most consistent charge is that Buchanan’s foreij 
policies mirrored his flawed domestic course. That is, just as slave- 
power managers manipulated his domestic policy decisions, so 
they controlled his conduct of foreign relations. The same presi¬ 
dent bent on forcing slavery on Kansas tried to impose a slave 
Cuba on the United States. The same president who challenge! 
ethical boundaries by contacting Supreme Court justices prior to; 
the Dred Scott decision abused federal statutes and internationi 
law by tolerating Southern filibusters against Central Amerii 
Smith notes that Buchanan would have spent much more to pur¬ 
chase Cuba from Spain than Alaska—which would have been fr< 
territory—from Russia. He also contends that Buchanan show< 
far more determination to make British ships leave suspect! 
American slavers alone than to prevent the hated trade itself. 5 

But is it possible that Buchanan’s critics have too hastily pr< 
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Buchanan gained the presidency partly because of his prior advocacy of U.S. acquisi¬ 
tion of Cuba, by force if necessary, in the Ostend manifesto—a paper which he co¬ 
authored with two other U.S. diplomats while he was U.S. minister to Great Britain. 
In this cartoon, Buchanan antagonists satirized his position by suggesting that Bu¬ 
chanan had virtually legitimized robbery in the manifesto. Courtesy of Dickinson 
College. 


jected the president’s domestic policies upon his conduct of foreign 
relations? I would like to suggest that this indeed is the case. 

To demonstrate my point, I have examined one of the charges 
raised against Buchanan’s diplomacy—that his administration fa¬ 
vored and even abetted American filibustering expeditions, espe¬ 
cially Southern filibusters against Nicaragua. William Walker, a 
Tennessean, conquered Nicaragua in 1855-56 and reestablished 
slavery there, before being evicted in the early months of the Bu¬ 
chanan administration. Through virtually the entire Buchanan 
presidency, Walker mounted new expeditions to reconquer Nicara¬ 
gua. Several of these eluded U.S. authorities and reached Central 
America. Finally, Walker was executed in Honduras in Septem¬ 
ber 1860. 

' An 

[ 





Buchanan spent many hours pondering diplomatic initiatives in his library at 
Wheatland. Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine offered its readers a glimpse of the environ¬ 
ment in which the president worked. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 

President Buchanan never endorsed filibustering publicly. His j 
third annual message complained that Mexican authorities had 
peremptorily executed filibuster Henry Crabb and his cohorts for 
their invasion of Sonora without benefit of a jury trial. But this 1 
hardly meant that the president approved of Crabb’s endeavor, i 
Rather, Buchanan’s messages to Congress and a 30 October 1858 I 
proclamation to the American people, pronounced against filibus- j 
tering with striking consistency. Buchanan noted that filibuster 
invasions threatened U.S. access to its own Pacific coast because 
they interrupted transit routes across Panama and Nicaragua. He 
suggested that if filibusters refrained from hostile acts, Americans 
could dominate Central America anyway through peaceful emigra-; 
tion. From the president’s perspective, filibustering was immoral. 
He told the nation that its practitioners were “lawless” men who 
committed “ravages” against foreign people and violations of inter-1 
national law, which brought America’s “character as a nation” into j 
doubt and eroded U.S. influence over Latin republics. Warning that 
filibusters were usurping Congress’s war-making powers, Bu- I 
chanan opined that filibustering “violates the principles of Christi¬ 
anity, morality, and humanity, held sacred by all civilized nations 
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and by none more than by people of the United States. Disguise 
it as we may, such a military expedition is an invitation to reckless 
. . . men to enlist under the banner of any adventurer to rob, plun¬ 
der, and murder the unoffending citizens of neighboring states, 
who have never done them harm.” As late as his fourth annual 
message, Buchanan was suggesting that it “ought to be the prayer 
of every Christian and patriot” that filibusters never again depart 
American shores. Still, expedition after expedition departed U.S. 
territory during the Buchanan presidency. Perhaps the president’s 
critique was designed as meaningless rhetoric. British diplomat 
Charles Wyke informed his government, “President Buchanan by 
word of mouth always condemned Walker’s Expeditions, and yet 
his Government imbued with Southern ideas, took no effectual 
means to prevent Vessel after Vessel crowded with armed men 
from leaving their Ports.” Pursuing such logic, one scholar con¬ 
tends, “William Walker was proslave, and in dealing with him Bu¬ 
chanan stayed barely within the boundaries of propriety.” 6 

It is hardly surprising that historians have taken Buchanan to 
task for accommodating filibusters, since many of his contempo¬ 
raries, especially antislavery Republicans, voiced identical suspi¬ 
cions. John Bigelow wrote to William Cullen Bryant that it was 
“well understood that the Genl’s expedition was countenanced in 
every practicable way by the administration,” and a New York 
Times reporter thought there “every reason to believe that the 
administration favors Walker.” “I have no doubt in my mind of the 
collusion of the administration with the Filibusters,” a U.S. Army 
officer concluded in a private letter mailed from Fort Leavenworth 
in the Kansas Territory. Latin American and European observers, 
if anything, were even more convinced than Republicans of Bu¬ 
chanan’s duplicity. America’s minister to France felt compelled to 
inform Cass that “ill-natured suspicions” were circulating in Paris 
that Walker “has the sympathies of the Government.” The U.S. 
commissioner to distant Paraguay, similarly, reported to the De¬ 
partment of State that Paraguay’s secretary of foreign relations 
seemed “agreeably surprized” [s/c] to hear that “the Filibusteros 
were not in power” in Washington. Convictions of a Buchanan- 
filibuster link waxed strongest in the republics of Central America. 
In September 1858, the presidents of Nicaragua and Costa Rica 
issued a document that became known as the “Rivas Manifesto.” 
It charged that Walker, under the “patronage” of the U.S. govern¬ 
ment, intended to conquer all Central America, and called upon 
England, France, and Sardinia to ensure Central America’s sover¬ 
eignty. 7 However, perceptions sometimes belie reality. And the 
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accusation of Buchanan’s complicity in filibustering does not with¬ 
stand close scrutiny of the documentary record. 

What are the specific charges in the case of President James i 
Buchanan, filibuster accomplice? Most revolve around one inci- 1 
dent—Buchanan’s reaction when U.S. naval officer Hiram Paulding 
quashed William Walker’s first reinvasion of Nicaragua. Walker 
and some two hundred men departed Mobile, Alabama, 14 Novem¬ 
ber 1857, on the steamer Fashion. The ship landed “Colonel” Frank I 
Anderson and his company of about fifty men at the mouth of the 
Colorado river, a southern branch of Nicaragua’s San Juan River, ] 
before proceeding northward up Nicaragua’s eastern coast to I 
Punta Arenas, a spit of land opposite San Juan del Norte—then 
also known as Greytown. Walker and the remaining filibusters dis¬ 
embarked on the morning of 25 November and established a camp 
on shore. Paulding, commander of the U.S. Home Squadron, ar- ; 
rived off Punta Arenas on 6 December. Two days later, the commo¬ 
dore ordered marines and sailors ashore to deploy in line of battle 
around Walker’s camp, and trained his squadron’s guns on the 
encircled filibusters. When Paulding demanded Walker’s surren¬ 
der, the filibuster had to comply. Paulding permitted Walker to 
return to the United States aboard a mail steamer, on the under¬ 
standing that Walker would turn himself in to the U.S. marshal at 
New York City when the ship arrived at that port. With the excep¬ 
tion of a handful of men who escaped, Paulding sent the filibusters 
who surrendered with Walker to Norfolk, Virginia, aboard the 
sloop of war Saratoga, a vessel just recalled from its Central 
American station. On 23-24 December, U.S. Navy Captain Joshua 
R. Sands took Anderson and forty-four followers into custody. An¬ 
derson had succeeded in seizing several vessels, ascending the San 
Juan, and capturing a fort, before learning of Walker’s surrender 
and deciding that it would be futile to continue his campaign. In 
January, Paulding personally brought Anderson’s party to Key 
West aboard his flagship Wabash, and then turned over his captives 
to the U.S. marshal on assignment there. While at Key West, Paul¬ 
ding received orders from the Department of the Navy to proceed 
to New York City. Paulding arrived at New York in February. By 
that time. Congress and the nation’s press had already spent sev¬ 
eral weeks in heated debate over whether he had done the right 
thing. For a while filibustering crowded Kansas off the nationali 
agenda. 8 

Though Paulding’s seizure of Walker earned so much goodwill* 
from Nicaragua that the Nicaraguan government rushed to thank® 
him officially and later offered him a sword and tract of land in * 
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token of its appreciation (and also sent an official message of 
thanks to the U.S. Department of State ), 9 Buchanan released 
Walker from federal custody in late December 10 and scolded Paul- ] 
ding when he addressed the incident that January in a message 
to the Senate. The president acknowledged that Nicaragua had 
benefited from Paulding’s intervention, and described the commo¬ 
dore as a “gallant officer” who had acted from “pure and patriotic I 
motives and in the sincere conviction that he was promoting the 
interest and vindicating the honor of his country.” However, Bu¬ 
chanan sandwiched these plaudits between censures of Paulding 
for committing a hostile act on foreign soil. By exceeding his in¬ 
structions and engaging in an act of war in Nicaraguan territory, 
the president declared, Paulding had committed a “grave error.” 
“Obedience to law and conformity to instructions are the best and 
safest guides for all officers, civil and military,” Buchanan lectured 
the Senate and, implicitly, the absent Paulding, “and when they 
transcend these limits and act upon their own personal responsibil- ! 
ity evil consequences almost inevitably follow.” Buchanan ex¬ 
plained that he had released Walker because his seizure had been 
illegal. The next month, Buchanan’s secretary of the navy, Isaac 
Toucey, detached Paulding from command of the Home Squadron. ; 
When Toucey issued orders to Paulding’s successor. Commodore 
James M. McIntosh, they included admonitions that his vessels 
restrict endeavors against ongoing filibusters to interception at j 
sea . 11 

Buchanan’s chiding Paulding, the removal of Paulding from com¬ 
mand of the Home Squadron, and the orders to McIntosh alone 
might have condemned Pennsylvania’s only president to filibus¬ 
tering infamy. Diplomatic historian Richard W. Van Alstyne de- j 
rided the president’s instructions to McIntosh as “a study in 
Executive humor.” However, it is also known that Walker informed 
Paulding prior to his surrender that the president had been “fully 
advised of my intention to return to Nicaragua”—which implied 
prior consent. Walker further drove the nail into Buchanan’s histo¬ 
riographical coffin by charging, following his release from custody, 
that the administration turned against him because he had rejected 
its last-minute request that he divert operations from Nicaragua to 
Mexico . 12 At any rate, many scholars believe that the Paulding 
affair provides ample proof either that Buchanan supported fili¬ 
bustering or that he was too weak to take a consistent position 
against it. Some of Buchanan’s critics suggest that his policies in 
the Paulding affair constituted a reluctant concession to pressure 


JAMES BUCHANAN AND THE NEUTRALITY LAWS 


131 


from the slave states. Others agree with Elbert Smith that Bu¬ 
chanan operated from proslavery instincts to begin with. 13 

But was Buchanan’s antifilibustering rhetoric as insincere as 
such accounts would lead us to infer? By the time Buchanan took 
his presidential oath, he had already compiled a two-decades-long 
antifilibustering r6sum6. While U.S. senator, he had called for 
prosecution of Americans who filibustered into Mexican Texas and 
British Canada. While secretary of state, he had opposed John C. 
Fremont’s semiofficial intrusion into Mexican California prior to 
the Mexican War, and then taken action against American filibuster 
plots involving Mexico, Venezuela, and Cuba as that conflict drew 
to its close. In fact, he even passed on to the Spanish government 
information given in confidence to the Polk administration about 
an incipient filibustering expedition that was being timed to coin¬ 
cide with a revolutionary uprising in Cuba. This information al¬ 
lowed Spanish authorities to crush the revolt in its preliminary 
phase. While minister to Great Britain, he had lodged an official 
complaint against charges in the English press that the American 
government secretly encouraged filibustering. 14 

It is my contention: (1) that Buchanan made a conscientious 
effort to stop Walker’s November 1857 invasion of Nicaragua; (2) 
that Buchanan’s message to the Senate faulting Paulding derived 
from the president’s comprehension of constitutional and interna¬ 
tional law and historical precedent rather than from blighted hopes 
for Walker’s success; (3) that Buchanan did not relieve Paulding 
from command as punishment for his interference with Walker; (4) 
that Buchanan’s course in the Paulding affair, rather than appeasing 
proslavery interests, actually diminished his support in the South; 
and (5) that Buchanan continued to resist filibustering, with modest 
success, for the balance of his term. 

Long before Walker’s Fashion steamed out of Mobile Bay bound 
for Nicaragua, Buchanan and his cabinet knew that a new expedi¬ 
tion was in the works. Walker announced publicly, and apparently 
asserted directly to Buchanan during an interview at the White 
House on 12 June, that he still considered himself Nicaragua’s 
president. Throughout the summer and fall, the American press 
carried reports of Walker’s preparations for the new strike. Infor¬ 
mation about Walker’s intentions also reached the administration 
from its district attorneys, the diplomatic corps in Washington, 
and other sources. Representatives of Central American states fed 
news and rumors of Walker’s doings to the Department of State, 
and solicited federal intervention against the filibusters. 15 

Rather than encourage Walker, Buchanan acted aggressively to 
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ensure that the filibuster never departed American shores. On 18 
September 1857, noting that he was acting under explicit instruc¬ 
tions from the president. Secretary of State Cass sent a circular 
to nineteen U.S. attorneys, fourteen U.S. marshals, and eleven 
collectors of customs at points on or near the coast from Maine to 
Texas, alerting them to reports of pending filibuster expeditions 
and demanding that they “use all due diligence” and employ “all 
legitimate means” to prevent any infractions of the nation’s princi¬ 
pal antifilibustering legislation, the Neutrality Act of 1818. When 
it became evident that Walker had selected the New Orleans- 
Mobile area for his embarkation point, Cass rushed additional anti¬ 
filibustering instructions to the appropriate officials. “Take all 
proper measures under the law and your instructions to arrest the 
parties to the expedition. If necessary, you are authorized to em¬ 
ploy a steamer for this purpose, and to place on board the marshal 
with a sufficient posse,” Cass telegraphed U.S. District Attorney 
Franklin H. Clack in New Orleans. 16 

Buchanan took nothing for granted. Rather than assume that the 
State Department’s orders would stop Walker, he also put the U. S. 
Navy on alert and strengthened its forces in Central America. 
Should the filibusters manage to defy federal authorities in the 
nation’s ports, Buchanan hoped that the navy would intercept them 
at sea. Noting that he was obeying a directive from the president, 
Secretary of the Navy Isaac Toucey sent a copy of the State De¬ 
partment’s antifilibustering circular to Commodore Paulding (then 
on station at Aspinwall, New Granada), other U.S. naval officers in 
Central America, and the commandants of seven U.S. navy yards. 
Toucey told his recipients to regard the instructions contained in 
the circular as addressed to themselves. On 3 November, Toucey 
ordered Lieutenant John J. Almy, commanding the U.S. steamer 
Fulton at Washington, D.C., to proceed to Chiriqui, Panama, “at 
the earliest practicable moment” to reinforce Paulding’s squadron. 
After Walker departed Mobile, the administration ordered Captain 
Joshua R. Sands to take his steam frigate Susquehanna from Key 
West to San Juan del Norte, also to join the Home Squadron. 17 

Works implying or asserting Buchanan’s complicity in the Fash¬ 
ion expedition do the president’s record a tremendous disservice. 
The State Department’s orders caused federal authorities in New 
Orleans to arrest Walker on 10 November. It was federal district 
judge Theodore McCaleb, not the president, who set Walker’s bond 
so low that the filibuster decided to jump bail, travel secretly to 
Mobile, and launch his expedition. (Perhaps McCaleb took into 
account that Walker had not jumped bail three years earlier in a 
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similar proceeding following the filibuster’s expedition to Lower 
California.) Had Buchanan telegraphed McCaleb to increase 
Walker’s bond, it would have constituted tampering with the judici¬ 
ary—the very sin he has been accused of in relation to the Dred 
Scott case. It was federal officials at Mobile, not the president, 
who failed to detect Walker and munitions aboard the Fashion and 
provided it clearance to Nicaragua. There is absolutely no evidence 
of any implicit understanding between the Buchanan administra¬ 
tion and its officials in the field that the president expected laxity 
in the enforcement of the Neutrality Act. Rather, those officials 
who allowed Walker to escape experienced the president’s wrath. 
When Secretary of the Treasury Howell Cobb informed the collec¬ 
tor of customs at Mobile that he had been “instructed by the Presi¬ 
dent to say to you that your conduct in this matter does not meet 
his approval” and that he had better see to it that there be no 
recurrence of his error, the collector responded that he felt “keenly 
the rebuke,” that he had lacked sufficient evidence to detain the 
Fashion, and that he had never encouraged filibustering by word 
or deed. If there had been any prior arrangements for laxity, no 
one clued in Lieutenant Almy. Putting in at Mobile on his way to 
Nicaragua in October, Almy was taken aback when the U.S. dis¬ 
trict attorney informed him that local public opinion believed that 
the administration “winked” at filibustering. “Being just from . 
Washington,” Almy reported to the Navy Department, “I stated j 
that I knew that the government was utterly opposed to such expe¬ 
ditions, and had most decidedly set its face against them.” Nor did 
anyone clue in Frederick Chatard, captain of the U.S. war sloop 
Saratoga and the naval officer on station off Punta Arenas at the 
moment when Walker’s ship arrived on the scene. Thoroughly sur- ] 
prised when the Fashion slipped by the Saratoga and docked at 
Punta Arenas before he could react, Chatard sent two pathetic 
pleas for help to Paulding at Aspinwall, which reveal clearly both 
that Chatard knew that he was expected to stop Walker and that 
he felt humiliated by his impotence at the crucial moment: 

I so completely failed by stupidity in doing, at least, what 1 could have 
done, made the steamer heave to: but somehow or other I was spell 
bound, and so my officers seemed to be. . . . As we all stupidly gazed 
at her, expecting her to anchor any moment, not dreaming she would 
run up to Scott’s wharf, but having a full head of steam on, she quickly 
arrived there—and, before my boat with a Lieut could get to her, her 
passengers had all landed, armed to the teeth, with revolvers, rifles 
and bowie knives, 150 in number—what could I do? 18 
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Soon afterward, Paulding heeded Chatard’s summons and rectified 
the lapse. 

Had Buchanan desired Walker’s success, he surely would not 
have done everything in his power to guarantee that no reinforce¬ 
ments would follow the filibuster to Nicaragua. Following Walker’s 
departure from Mobile, Buchanan undercut his presidential preten¬ 
sions by accepting the credentials of Antonio Jos6 de Irisarri, who 
had been designated minister to the United States by the govern¬ 
ment in power in Nicaragua. This move lessened the likelihood 
that naive Americans could be persuaded to enlist in Walker’s 
service, thinking that the filibuster remained Nicaragua’s legitimate 
president. The administration also sent a barrage of new antifili¬ 
bustering instructions to federal officials in port cities and rushed 
another sloop of war to Central America under orders to prevent 
filibuster landings. Federal authorities paid heed to the president. 
In Mobile Bay, a U.S. revenue cutter intercepted a suspect vessel 
and subjected it to inspection. In port, U.S. officials denied clear¬ 
ance to Greytown for the schooner Queen of the South, a vessel 
belonging to the same proprietor as the Fashion. In Charleston, 
South Carolina, the U.S. district attorney put a suspected filibuster 
recruiter under arrest. 19 

Buchanan’s critics have certainly misconstrued his response to 
Paulding’s apprehension of Walker. Buchanan’s January 1858 mes¬ 
sage to the Senate chastising the commodore hardly constituted 
an endorsement of filibustering. Rather, the president, an attorney 
by career who was well versed in international law, genuinely felt 
that Paulding had infringed an accepted axiom of the law of na¬ 
tions—that states lacked the power to arrest offenders against their 
laws within the territory of another nation, but that they could 
effect such arrests upon the high seas. Previous administrations, 
including George Washington’s, had consistently taken the position 
that federal courts lacked jurisdiction over crimes committed by 
American citizens on foreign soil. In August 1848, long before Wil¬ 
liam Walker invaded anything, Buchanan, then secretary of state, 
had answered a Mexican request for U.S. troops to repress an 
uprising in Yucatan by saying that the president “does not possess 
the power to employ the army beyond the limits of the United 
States, in aid of a foreign country, without the sanction of the 
Treaty or war making power.” By the same logic, in 1857 Buchanan 
believed that he lacked the authority to inject U.S. naval forces 
into Nicaraguan territory, without either a treaty with Nicaragua 
authorizing such action or a congressional declaration of war 
against Nicaragua. Cass had signed a draft treaty with Irissari on 
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16 November (less than a week after his reception of the minister), 
by which Nicaragua and the United States would jointly guarantee 
the security of the Nicaraguan transit route, which included San 
Juan del Norte. However, this agreement had not been ratified 
at the time of Paulding’s intervention and, in fact, it never went 
into effect. 20 

Historians would better comprehend Buchanan’s position if they 
avoided the trap of assuming that his relief of Paulding signaled 
retribution for the commodore’s apprehension of Walker. Prior to 
the incident, the navy had adopted a policy of limiting cruises to 
two years, and putting officers on paid leave following their cruises. 
Paulding had assumed command of the Home Squadron in Novem¬ 
ber 1855, and he was relieved from command in 1858 because his 
cruise was up. Naval officers at the time understood what histori¬ 
ans later overlooked. As commander Thornton A. Jenkins put it 
in a private letter, “McIntosh is Flag [Officer] of the Home Squad¬ 
ron. . . . Paulding’s term is said to be over, under the new two year 
rule.” Actually, the administration was rather pleased with the way 
that the whole thing worked out. In a March 1858 dispatch to the 
U.S. minister in Nicaragua, Cass expressed satisfaction with the 
bloodless removal of the filibusters, even though it had been ef¬ 
fected “not in a manner strictly legal.” 21 

Were Buchanan doing the South’s bidding, he would have done 
what multitudes of Southerners, including some of the most promi¬ 
nent politicians in the region, demanded—that he rectify Paulding’s 
lapse by sending Walker back to Nicaragua on a U.S. warship! 
Indeed, many Southerners expected Buchanan to do just that. The 
Charleston Mercury 's correspondent in Washington claimed that 
there was “no question” but that Buchanan would have Paulding 
court-martialed “and that walker and his men will be sent back 
at the expense of the Government.” In the same vein, a Georgia 
Superior Court judge wrote Alexander H. Stephens that if “they 
do not send him back and make complete restitution they ought 
to be ashamed to look one another in the face.” Walker himself 
anticipated that public pressure would force the administration to 
send him back. Instead, Buchanan sacrificed some of his Southern 
support by not only denying Walker government conveyance to 
Nicaragua, but allowing federal prosecutions of the filibuster to 
proceed unimpeded. That a New Orleans jury in May 1858 voted 
10-2 to acquit Walker on charges of violating the Neutrality Act 
can hardly be attributed to the president. To many Southerners, 
Buchanan had proved that he supported slavery’s containment 
rather than its expansion. Such charges hardly perturbed the presi- 
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: dent, since he assumed that his pro-Northern antifilibustering pol¬ 
icy would compensate for lost support in the South with new 
approval above the Mason-Dixon line. Buchanan took great delight 
that his most prominent rival had joined the chorus denouncing 
Paulding. “Douglas has alienated ... the North upon the Filibuster 
question,” he noted with satisfaction in a private letter. 22 

Buchanan continued to resist filibustering to the end of his presi¬ 
dential term. His October 1858 proclamation exposed the illegality 
of Walker’s recruiting subterfuges, and told the American people 
: that they had a civic responsibility to help federal officials enforce 
the neutrality laws. Documents pertaining to the Susan expedition 
of December 1858, part of yet another effort by Walker to re¬ 
conquer Nicaragua, reveal Buchanan’s cabinet members sending 
a secret agent to Mobile to beef up law enforcement efforts there, 
urging the collector of customs to deny clearance to suspicious 
vessels rather than risk a recurrence of the previous year’s events, 
and promising to provide the collector with legal defense if the 
filibusters carried through on their threat to sue the collector for 
denying clearance to their vessel. While these precautions failed 
to prevent the expedition’s departure, they did force the filibusters 
to use a much smaller vessel and to leave many men behind. The 
ship crashed on a coral reef long before reaching Nicaragua 
waters. 23 

Buchanan’s cabinet never doubted that their antifilibustering ef¬ 
forts accorded with the chief executive’s wishes. Secretary of the 
Treasury Cobb wrote Buchanan in October 1859, after the adminis¬ 
tration denied clearance to a suspected filibuster vessel in New 
York City and a U.S. marshal, backed by a company of U.S. artil¬ 
lery, broke up an encampment of filibuster recruits below New 
Orleans, “You will be gratified to learn that the Walker expedition 
has in all probability been frustrated by the energy of our officers.” 
And Buchanan had cause for pride in the strides that his adminis¬ 
tration had made in its efforts against filibustering. By the time 
Walker attempted his last invasion of Nicaragua in 1860, Ameri¬ 
cans had generally lost interest in his doings and no longer antici¬ 
pated his success. Buchanan told Congress, on the eve of the Civil 
War: “I . . . congratulate you upon the public sentiment which 
now exists against the crime of setting on foot military expeditions 
within the limits of the United States ... to make war upon the 
people of unoffending States with whom we are at peace. In this 
respect a happy change has been effected since the commencement 
of my Administration.” 24 

To rescue Buchanan’s record on filibustering, I must emphasize. 
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is not to argue that he could not have done even more to prevent 
illegal expeditions. Buchanan’s strict legalism caused him to blend 
antifilibustering instructions with strictures that federal civilian au¬ 
thorities and naval officers take care to avoid interference with 
ships and persons engaged in legitimate trade, travel, and emigra¬ 
tion. For instance. Secretary Cobb told the federal collector at 
Mobile, within a single dispatch, both that he ought to avoid any 
“violation of the private rights of our citizens” when considering 
whether to clear a ship, and that he should deny clearance if “well 
grounded suspicions” existed. Such orders put a tremendous bur¬ 
den upon port authorities, district attorneys, and naval command¬ 
ers, many of whom would have preferred far less discretionary 
responsibility and who lodged requests that the administration pro¬ 
vide clearer directives. Flag Officer McIntosh even posed this hy¬ 
pothetical situation to the secretary of the navy in order to force 
the administration’s hand: 

Suppose I was to meet a vessel at sea, from New-Orleans or Mobile, 
for instance, bound to Nicaragua, having a proper clearance from the 
Collector, list of passengers, and with all other papers regularly made 
out,—her passengers professing to be gone peaceably to reside in Nica¬ 
ragua, or to the Pacific, but I find on board such persons as are well- 
known to be leading "filibusters!”] or others, connected with former 
expeditions,—the men are found to bear arms, although no demonstra¬ 
tion had been made during the passage to form them into companies 
. . . would the Collector’s clearance and the other papers warrant my 
permitting the vessel to pass, or would the fact of these well-known 
“filibust[ers”] being on board warrant my sending her back[?] . . . 

But there was never any doubt that the administration wanted 
filibustering stopped. McIntosh acknowledged having read Bu¬ 
chanan’s antifilibustering proclamation and promised that he would 
commit his “best energies” toward complying with the president’s 
wishes. He even took umbrage at reports that Nicaraguan officials 
were so unimpressed by the navy’s interference with Walker that 
they were looking to Great Britain for protection. Undoubtedly a 
president more inclined toward bending the laws—say, an Abraham 
Lincoln—would have risked mistakes and ruled that any suspi¬ 
cions, rather than “well-grounded suspicions” only, warranted 
denials of clearance and interceptions at sea. That Buchanan re¬ 
fused to go that far hardly convicts him as an accomplice to 
filibustering. 25 

In the end, I think the mystery has less to do with Buchanan’s 
stand on filibustering than why some historians missed the mark 
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so widely when they addressed this question. For the portrait of 
a profilibuster president defies logic as well as evidence. Through¬ 
out his presidential term, Buchanan heard from countless inform¬ 
ants that the filibusters jeopardized one of his primary diplomatic 
objectives—the reduction of Anglo-French power in the Central 
American Isthmus. As the U.S. minister to Guatemala and Hondu¬ 
ras put it. Walker’s expeditions gave British diplomats the opportu¬ 
nity to tell Central Americans that the Buchanan administration 
could not “restrain the filibustering spirit of the [American] 
masses, and that protection withdrawn by England from Central 
America, would leave it the prey of bucaneering swarms of ma¬ 
rauding filibusters, who would descend from the seaboard of the 
United States, seize upon their Governments, lay waste their coun¬ 
try, and desecrate their religion.” During Buchanan’s very first 
weeks in office, the U.S. minister to Mexico reported that Henry 
Crabb’s pending filibuster would likely subvert a growing move¬ 
ment in Chihuahua and Sonora for annexation to the United States. 
Also in 1857, New Granada asked Great Britain and France to 
establish a protectorate over its territory as insurance against 
American filibusters. In 1858-59, the United States found itself 
in a war crisis with England over British boardings of American 
merchant ships in efforts to search out filibusters. In 1858-59, the 
Department of State learned about and protested Anglo-French 
plans to land troops in Central America for purposes of repressing 
filibusters as well as a draft British-Nicaraguan treaty that would 
have given the British permission to take such action. In the wan¬ 
ing moments of Buchanan’s presidency, Britain delayed its planned 
cession of the Bay Islands to Honduras because of renewed fears 
of American filibusters. The transfer ceremonies, which should 
have occurred before Buchanan left office, were deferred until 1 
June 1861. 26 

This matter of logic, in turn, leads me full circle back to my 
initial premise—that perhaps historians have been too quick to 
project Buchanan’s domestic policies and tolerance for slavery as 
an institution upon his diplomacy. My findings correlate with Rob¬ 
ert R. Davis’s,discoveries about Buchanan’s energy against the 
African slave trade. Of course, it is also possible, as David Meerse 
suggested some time ago in an article about Buchanan’s patronage 
policy, that historians have exaggerated the pro-Southern charac¬ 
ter of the president’s domestic course. 27 If it is indeed true that 
Buchanan has been unfairly judged a tool of the South, then surely 
the time has arrived when we may reevaluate his place in history. 
While we may never be able to carry Buchanan many steps out of 
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the presidential cellar, we' can at least acquit him of the charge that 
he was a mere lackey of the slave power. 
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James Buchanan, the Election of 1860, and 
the Demise of Jacksonian Politics 


Peter Knupfer 


The PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION OF i 860 WAS THE MOST CRITICAL 
election in the nation’s history, for it set the stage for the great 
transformations in American politics during the Civil War era. His¬ 
torians agree that without slavery there would have been no Civil 
War; and it is just as certain that without the Republican Party 
there would have been no war either. It is understandable, then, 
that the unique conditions that produced and shaped the early Re¬ 
publican Party in the 1850s have received such searching attention 
from scholars. The odd four-cornered campaign of 1860, coming 
after ten years of rising sectional tension, seemed suited to the 
peculiar political situation in the late 1850s. The opposition to the 
new Republican Party fragmented early in the year, putting three 
additional candidates in the field against Abraham Lincoln. An 
atmosphere of crisis, fear, and violence gripped the country, as 
voters made up their minds in the shadow of John Brown’s body 
and Southern threats of secession should Lincoln be elected. Sec- 
tional blocs paralyzed Congress. In his landmark study of the 
events leading up to the election, Roy Franklin Nichols remarks 
that “the chaotic political situation ... of 1860 was unique in the 
annals of the nation. Never before or since has it been duplicated. 
Only in that fateful year has the stage been occupied by four parties 
of relatively equal potentiality, and only then was the election 
followed by civil disorder serious enough to threaten national 
security.” 1 

The election marked the end of James Buchanan’s administration 
and with it, the old Jacksonian or “second” party system. That 
previous alignment of political forces had been based on a firm 
consensus among the country’s leaders that sectional questions 
must remain beyond the reach of national political parties and insti¬ 
tutions. The intersectional diplomacy of compromise and evasion 
practiced by the parties from 1819 to 1850 had successfully accom- 
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plished this objective by placing the value of a union between slave 
and free states above all other considerations. The party leaders 
of the Jackson period perfected a powerful set of political tools to 
implement this policy. The political culture and institutions of the 
second party system encouraged high voter turnouts and intense 
partisan activity within a framework of national organizations and 
issues. The voters’ interests and affections turned toward national 
ends and away from underlying sectional pressures. 2 

The election of 1860 showed unmistakable signs that this system 
was undergoing fundamental and far-reaching changes. Old issues 
took on an ominously sectional cast, while new issues, such as the 
responsibility of the federal government for deciding the status of 
slavery in the western territories, official corruption, enhanced 
federal involvement in the economy, and a greater awareness of 
the government’s extended role in maintaining domestic order, 
broke with traditional limitations on the scope and reach of politi¬ 
cal controversy. The outward manifestation of the impending de¬ 
velopment of a new party system was the emergence of the 
Republican Party, an avowedly sectional organization, from the 
fragments of the old Whig and nativist American parties. In par¬ 
ticular, the disruption of the Democratic Party and the triumph of 
the Republicans revealed a conscious determination by a majority 
of the electorate to obtain a final settlement of the slavery question 
through, if necessary, a changed political universe. As an epilogue; 
to the election of 1856, the campaign of 1860 affirmed the depth of 
conviction behind this decision. It completed the Republican effort 
to build a powerful electoral foundation for national prominence 
and justified the new party’s decision to adopt a more comprehen¬ 
sive platform that committed the federal government to a form of 
economic activism far beyond the dreams of the most ardent Whig. 
And as a prelude to the Civil War party system, the election re¬ 
leased the parties from the previous requirement that they attain 
“nationality” by developing a bisectional coalition and invited them 
to adopt new styles of campaigning and a host of new issues. 

The administrations of Millard Fillmore, Franklin Pierce, and 
James Buchanan all had dedicated themselves to preserving the 
Union against sectional pressures, and each president used tried 
and true strategies to carry that mission forward. These self- 
described conservatives openly aligned themselves with the Jack¬ 
sonian generation and sought to preserve the customs and institu¬ 
tions that it had created and fostered. The extent to which these 
administrations defended and strengthened these institutions and 
the customs that undergirded them would be the measure of the 
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public’s confidence that the government could still contain and 
control violent issues like slavery. So the power of federal and 
state patronage, the rhetoric of Union saving, the continued efforts 
at sectional compromise, the purchase and deployment of the party 
press, the application of mass political organizing techniques and 
party discipline to hold voters to the party standard and suppress 
sectional militants were exercised with increasing desperation and 
futility to arrest the corrosion of the old party system. In describ¬ 
ing the issue before the country as “Union or disunion,” the con¬ 
servative politicians of the 1850s—whether Whig, American, or 
Democratic—had in effect put the Jacksonian political system on 
trial. Their Republican opponents were well aware of this, and in 
their drive for power sought to identify themselves with a conser¬ 
vative, Union-loving sentiment. But the Republicans could not es¬ 
cape the image of being the party of innovation, for they not only 
needed to prove that the existing arrangement of parties was be¬ 
traying the vision of the founding generation, they also had to 
depart from the Jacksonian consensus on the nature of national 
parties and the importance of avoiding the slavery issue. 

The only way that Republicans could accomplish this object was 
to exploit the mistakes of their opponents and depart from the 
normal principles and practices of the Jacksonian system. This 
would be possible if large blocs of voters were so dissatisfied with 
the political condition of the country, or were new enough to poli¬ 
tics to be but in the beginning stages of their civic lives, that these 
^voters would be open to a new party. In sum, the realignment of 
the 1850s required a special set of social conditions that would 
magnify the voters’ normal skepticism of parties and politicians. 
The challenge, as Michael Holt has pointed out, was to attack their 
opponents as corrupt tools of Southern politicians while simultane¬ 
ously invigorating an increasingly cynical electorate’s faith that 
parties could still be effective shields of the republic. 3 The policies 
"of the Buchanan administration would provide the spark for the 
Republicans, the infusion of new voters into the electorate would 
provide the powder, and the presidential campaign of 1860 would 
see the resulting explosion as the final demise of Jacksonian poli¬ 
tics. The Republicans would take advantage of the “old public func¬ 
tionary’s” dilemmas by connecting Buchanan’s patronage and 
Kansas policies to the “old fogyism” of the president’s political 
age, and thereby enhance their appeal to new voters while still 
proclaiming their own conservatism as champions of the original, 
antislavery intent of the founding generation. Such rhetoric sug¬ 
gests that the campaign of 1860 would reveal the rise of a new 
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political generation advocating new issues and willing to depart 
from the usages of the recent past. There was widespread recogni¬ 
tion that the political cycle was going through a fateful turn, and 
the people associated such changes not only with the demise of 
old issues and exhaustion of old policies, but also with a change 
in the makeup of their leaders. 

Understanding the nature of this generational influence in the 
political conflict of the late 1850s requires us to define a “political 
generation” and make important distinctions about the demo¬ 
graphic and historical influences that create political generations. 
Although a political generation can theoretically be defined by the 
existence of a generation gap in the demographic structure of the 
electorate, it need not be. The existence of generational rhetoric— 
of appeals to age-related sentiments in the popular mind—can indi¬ 
cate that a leadership associated with traditional political customs 
has become vulnerable to charges of being out of date. The public 
has, in effect, conflated policy with the age group of the policy 
makers and drawn some plausible conclusions—the age of the lead¬ 
ership becomes an issue and the dynamics of public discourse 
change as a result. As Marvin Rintala has put it, “a political genera¬ 
tion is seen as a group of individuals who have undergone the same 
basic historical experiences during their formative years [ages 17- 
25]. Such a generation would find political communication with 
earlier and later generations difficult, if not impossible.” 4 

A political generation is not a compact unit; its members dis¬ 
agree intensely with each other. The shared historical experience 
of a political generation can be simply a set of civic rhythms that 
anchor their political attitudes and behavior to a predictable order 
in political life. Many defenders of the Jacksonian system in the 
1850s arrived at political maturity with the formation of the two 
major parties. As children of the Era of Good Feelings, they en¬ 
tered politics with weaker preconceptions about how they might 
position themselves in the emerging party alignments of the 1830s. 
In effect, the parties socialized them to politics, functioning much 
as the family would in the transmission of political attitudes, and 
breeding in these men a particularly fierce attachment to the power 
and importance of political parties. 5 In the case of the 1850s, de¬ 
spite the deep animosity of Whigs and Democrats, the remnants 
of these parties late in the decade repeatedly called on the public 
to recall the basic consensus on which they had operated since 
1828—the idea, agreed to by all parties, that the party system 
must restrain the natural inclination to thrust new and dangerous 
questions such as slavery into national politics. Such appeals ac- 
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quired an almost religious tone. Thus, Stephen A. Douglas tire¬ 
lessly promoted the idea that the Compromise of 1850 had been a 
catholic, wholesome agreement between the Whigs and the Demo¬ 
crats to restore the Jacksonian consensus on nonintervention in 
the territories. In an explicitly religious metaphor that would have 
drawn a chuckle from the latitudinarian Henry Clay, Douglas kept 
referring to the great Trinity of old fogyism—“Clay was the great 
leader, with Webster on his right and Cass on his left” (the latter 
two switched sides in a later version)—that had immaculately con¬ 
ceived, with Douglas’s willing assistance, the Compromise of 1850 
to suppress the Free-Soil Agitation. By 1860, conservatives of the 
old school were still plying these topics, calling on voters to return 
to the standard of Jackson, Clay, and Webster and support a party 
of “the Union as it is.” 6 

Douglas had attempted for years to rally his forces around his 
claim that the repeal of the Missouri Compromise was consistent 
with the practices and beliefs of the Jacksonians. But by 1860 it j 
was becoming clear that, as the most prominent representative of 
Young America, he too had departed from the ways of the old 
school, and that popular sovereignty forced him to do so. Old- 
line Whigs could make common cause against him with Buchanan 
Democrats and Republicans, by arguing that the act was an incen¬ 
diary and impulsive inducement to renewed sectional agitation. 7 

These preliminary comments about the nature of political gen¬ 
erations and generational politics suggest that we should supple¬ 
ment the current interpretations of the realignment of the 1850s 
and especially of the triumph of the Republicans with an explana- j 
tion that accounts for generational themes in the politics of the late 
1850s. Much of the current literature on the political crisis of the 
1850s has centered on the extent to which the sectional quarrel 
over slavery’s status in the republic was responsible first for the 
demise of the Whig party by 1854, then for the emergence of the 
Republicans, and finally for the disruption of the Democratic Party 
late in the decade. Scholars tend to depict the transformation of the 
party system as a matter of altered voting allegiances and shifting 
policies in its aftermath. The massive defections of Whigs and 
antislavery Democrats to the Republican Party contrasted with the 
ability of the regular Democratic organization to retain a core of 
supporters well into the Civil War. Although the social demography 
of the electorate plays a vital role in conventional analysis of re¬ 
alignments, its makeup is limited largely to economic and ethno¬ 
religious characteristics of the population, largely because the 
census data permit extended longitudinal analysis. Political prac- 
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tices and customs remained relatively constant in this view—the 
great change was the introduction of new issues such as slavery 
and the shift in the parties’ geographical constituencies along a 
sectional axis. In general, the literature seems to support the con¬ 
clusion that aside from the changes just noted, the voters and their 
leaders continued to respect the basic usages, customs, and prac¬ 
tices of the Jacksonian political system even as they denounced 
abuses and sought relief from a leadership associated with that 
era. 8 

Although the end of the second party system did not inaugurate 
an entirely new set of political styles, structures, and customs, the 
very fact of its occurrence raises questions about the nature of 
political change in a realigning phase. The rending of party loyalties 
was accompanied by a rising chorus against parties, politics as 
usual, corruption, and moral decline. 9 Certainly these themes can 
be detected in public discourse during more peaceful times. But 
because they occurred during such an abrupt and permanent shift 
in traditional party loyalties, they assume a special significance in 
our attempts to understand the political history of the period. The 
intrusion of sectional questions into the party battles of the 1850s 
was at the heart of the crisis that precipitated realignment, but 
sectional questions were hardly new to American politics. Nor was 
corruption a particularly underworked theme. What gave these 
problems special significance was the failure of the system’s lead¬ 
ers to adjust and control them. The continued agitation of the 
slavery question would convince voters that a system designed to 
“remove” issues from political controversy was in fact intensifying 
those very problems and that a different approach was needed. 

It is arguable that the election of 1860 marked a crucial turning 
point in the evolution of the civic culture. As scholars of realign¬ 
ment have noted, permanent shifts in the parties’ constituencies 
entail a widespread reaction against the recent past. 10 The conse¬ 
quent deterioration of party loyalties leaves the electorate re¬ 
ceptive to the appeals of new parties, new leaders, and new issues. 
Further accelerating this trend in the 1850s was the relative youth¬ 
fulness of the electorate. Recent research indicates that fresh infu¬ 
sions of young, unattached voters swelled the ranks of the upstart 
Know-Nothing movement and offered the Republicans a tempting 
target late in the decade. The Know-Nothings rebelled against 
party wire-pullers and brokered conventions and mobilized gangs 
of nativist mechanics and workers in the urban and commercial 
centers of the East and the Ohio River valley. When the Order 
transformed itself into a generic political party, reverted to the 




152 


PETER KNUPFER 


shopworn rhetoric of sectional compromise, and abandoned its j 
unique organization and reform agenda, the defections to the Re- j 
publicans mounted. 11 Although the demographic profile of the elec¬ 
torate in the 1850s does not disclose what we would call a ] 
generation gap, the fate of the Know-Nothings, the campaign style 
and tactics of the Republicans, and the failures of the Buchanan 1 
administration gave the impression that one political generation ] 
was in decline, while another was beginning to emerge. As Dale j 
Baum has noted in his study of the formation of the Civil War 1 
party system in Massachusetts, “new voters”—those who have 1 
previously abstained or who were voting for the first time—were 1 
crucial to the onset of the new party system. And the political 1 
parties that effectively recruited these voters would in turn seek j 
to hold them to the standard and firmly entrench their loyalty to 1 
the party for the rest of their civil lives. 12 

Buchanan was a typical member of the Jacksonian political gen-1 
eration. His understanding of the way politics worked, of the func-1 
tion of political parties, of the nature of the Union and the policies 1 
needed to preserve it were inculcated through a party system that 1 
rewarded him with increasingly powerful positions and influence. 1 
An apostate from Federalism, Buchanan signed on early to the 1 
Democratic movement in his home state and rode it to power. I 
Throughout his long career he helped to wield the state party’s 1 
patronage to reward loyalty and deter dissent. The Democratic fl 
Party came to represent, in his eyes, the Union itself; it was a I 
coalition of free and slave interests whose survival depended on I 
the suppression of sectional conflict. The driving force of the l 
Democratic Party had always been the preservation of the Union 1 
and, indeed, the party could not survive in its present form without I 
sectional tensions that it could direct to its own purposes. Ever 1 
since the creation of the party, sectional pressures welled up from 1 
its Northern and Southern wings; the party effectively contained* 
these pressures at the state level, permitting its leaders to use* 
sectional fidelity as a test of party loyalty without carrying it into* 
the national convention. As sectional issues became more acute* 
in the late 1840s and broke into the national organizations with the! 
advent of the territorial question, politicians like Buchanan re-B 
sorted to familiar methods to limit the damage. Buchanan sup-B 
ported the extension of the Missouri Compromise line to th® 
Pacific and opposed popular sovereignty as the party’s program® 
By the time that he entered the White House, Buchanan was al-fl 
ready fully trained in the system’s strategy for handling sectionalB 
questions. Firmly believing, along with most politicians of his gen-1 
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eration, that slavery’s ultimate fate was beyond the reach of ordi¬ 
nary politics, Buchanan saw only mischief and peril in the agitation 
of the issue. 

Buchanan’s policies contributed mightily, if unintentionally, to 
the decomposition of party loyalties and the growing sense that the 
old party system had decayed beyond repair. Buchanan entered 
office when sectional issues were well developed and the Republi¬ 
can Party had already become a formidable force in national poli¬ 
tics. His predecessor, Franklin Pierce, had been a weak president, 
lacking in national experience and subservient to the demands of 
party leaders undisciplined by the threat of a powerful opposition. 13 
Buchanan, on the other hand, acting on the assumptions and cus¬ 
toms that had undergirded Jacksonian politics, sought first and 
foremost to preserve the national Democratic Party intact and to 
suppress further agitation of the slavery question. “Should I be 
elected,” Buchanan told a close associate in Pennsylvania, “my 
efforts shall be directed towards strengthening and extending the 
Democratic party & putting down the slavery agitation.” 14 This 
strategy, as Walter Dean Burnham has pointed out, “seems to have 
been foredoomed to failure. It reckoned without the implications 
of accelerating cultural, demographic, and economic divergences 
along regional lines. The system as a whole tended to be dominated 
by political elites who represented a declining sector of the national 
socioeconomic system. Elites who represented the values and in¬ 
terests of dynamically evolving sectors at first resented, and later 
rose in rebellion against, that traditional dominance.” 15 Buchanan 
made himself a symbol of the declining Jacksonian generation, and 
thereby helped to sharpen the public’s perception that a genera¬ 
tional change was in the offing. In sum, the policies associated with 
his administration assumed not just a sectional, pro-Southern cast 
in the public mind; they also could be attached to the traditional 
outlook and usages of a party system in disrepute. Such a realiza¬ 
tion on the part of large blocs of voters could set the stage for the 
adoption of new political ideas, customs, and organizations. 

Just as the Republicans and the Democrats employed the rhetori¬ 
cal devices of a “slave power conspiracy” and “Black Republican¬ 
ism” to encapsulate for the voters a constellation of policies and 
attributes they assigned to their opponents, so did Buchanan and 
his fellow holdovers from the Jackson generation unwittingly con¬ 
tribute to the shrill discourse of the 1850s a new label—“old fogy- 
ism”—that would be powerful ammunition in the 1860 campaign. 
The sixty-five-year-old Buchanan, the “old public functionary,” 
consciously associated himself with the previous generation and 





STORMINGTHE CASTLE,‘OLD ABE" ON GUARD. 

Cartoon from the presidential campaign of 1860 offers a pro-Lincoln perspective. 
Buchanan is shown trying, fruitlessly, to assist John C. Breckinridge into the White 
House. Published by Currier and Ives. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


bewailed the decline of politics since its heyday. As a result, he 
helped intensify the reaction against the policies of his age and 
pave the way for a new party system to emerge. Addressing Breck¬ 
inridge supporters in July 1860, he proclaimed himself “the last 
survivor of a race of men who were in their day the faithful guardi¬ 
ans of the Constitution & the Union.” Breckinridge’s generation ! 
now inherited this duty, and “I am happy to believe, that they will j 
prove themselves to be worthy of this momentous trust. . . . May 
the kind Providence which has watched over our Country from i 
the beginning restore the ancient friendship & harmony among the 1 
different members of the Confederacy & render the Constitution ' 
& the Union perpetual!” 16 

Buchanan’s policies and his handling of the Democrats’ intra¬ 
party feuds offered convincing proof that old-style politics as usual 
had sunk to new lows. The new president surrounded himself with 
an uninspiring cabinet of Southerners, Northern doughfaces, and j 
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; aging party wheelhorses, none of them trailblazers in politics. He 
had little or no understanding of the party’s antislavery wing. “The 
most serious defect in the Buchanan Cabinet was its lack of a 
young, articulate representative of the northern Democracy— 
someone who could express its views on Kansas policy and 
the meaning of popular sovereignty, and prevent the adminis¬ 
tration from appearing to be wholly a body of southerners and 
doughfaces,” concludes a recent analysis . 17 

Nestled among such men, Buchanan lurched into the minefield 
of sectional politics. He endorsed the pro-Southern Dred Scott 
; decision and sought to force a proslavery constitution on Kansas 
against the clear wishes of Kansans and of a large segment of his 
own party led by Senator Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois. He pur¬ 
sued an assertively pro-Southern foreign policy aimed at acquiring 
potential slave territories in the Caribbean. His messages spewed 
out a continuous stream of invective against abolitionists and anti¬ 
slavery elements, which alienated important sectors of Northern 
public opinion. Buchanan believed that by defending the South he 
was preserving the Union; he did not see slavery as a cancer on 
the body politic. His understanding of what was good for the South 
rested on a conception of sectional politics carried over from a 
period that wanted to integrate regional economies into a diverse 
national polity. He expected that such developments would con¬ 
tinue the process of ending, not expanding, slavery. 

That Southern militants used his policies for more aggressive 
purposes was undoubtedly true, and that Republicans and many 
Northerners assessed the situation from that vantage point was 
also true. No wonder Buchanan’s response to the sectional crisis 
was so confused, so legalistic, so supremely confident in its insular¬ 
ity. Jacksonian politicians acted on the assumption that aside from 
civil war, the only way for slavery’s fate to be determined was 
outside the political system. Slavery, like industrialism, was be¬ 
yond the power of the federal government to control. It resulted 
from historic economic and geographical conditions that mere poli¬ 
ticians could only miniminally influence through legislation. In Bu¬ 
chanan’s mind, then, even the proslavery decisions of the Supreme 
Court and of Congress would ultimately do little to change the 
course of things unless by threatening slavery they precipitated a 
civil war. Their benefit would be to assure Southerners of their 
constitutional rights and maintain the old Union. Northerners 
needed to recognize this, he believed. They had time on their side, 
if they were only willing to be patient and ignore the emotional 
appeals of abolitionists and the insults of disunionists .' 8 
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These policies handed Republicans a ready-made issue. In his 
celebrated debates with Stephen Douglas, Lincoln repeatedly at¬ 
tacked the Democratic Party for its constant resuscitation of the 
slavery issue. Appealing to the public’s weariness with sectional 
strife, Lincoln urged that the country settle the question of slavery 
extension now. 19 Further temporizing by leaders who were indiffer¬ 
ent to the spread of the institution and who couched their care¬ 
lessness in a cloud of legalistic rationalizations only conceded the 
future of the country to slaveholders who did care about it. “Both 
the Whig and the Democratic parties were engaged for years in 
attempting to suppress the discussion of the question of Slavery,” 
Horace Greeley replied to conservative demands that the country 
evade the territorial question, “and what they failed to bring about 
does not seem very likely to be accomplished by a few respectable 
elderly gentlemen from various parts of the country or even by 
their distinguished and excellent candidates for the Presidency.” 
Indeed, “there is a very earnest and almost universal desire for a 
decision respecting them. ... We think the decision of all sensible 
people, belonging to the present geological epoch, will be that the 
matter had better be adjudicated and settled now, so that we can 
afterward attend to other business without danger of being inter- i 
rupted and disturbed by this.” 20 

Buchanan’s handling of party affairs and the federal patronage 
worsened matters. Ever since the split with Douglas over Lecomp- 
ton the administration and its friends in the press had been singing 
the praises of traditional party discipline and regularity. “It is idle 
to think of accomplishing any great political object without parti¬ 
san association,” a stand-patter wrote to the Buchananite New 
York Journal of Commerce in late 1857. “We cannot conceive how 
a Democrat from principle, who has any of the true faith in him, 
can affiliate and cooperate with the party which may be organized 
to maintain an opposition to the Democracy. . . . Under no circum¬ 
stances should those who are dissatisfied with the nominee of their 
party, go farther at an election than to withhold their hands from 
his support for it is nothing short of political suicide to lend a hand 
to the Opposition.” 21 As antislavery Democrats developed their 
alliance with Republicans to stop the Lecompton Constitution, the 
party press issued stern warnings to the bolters to “recognize, at 
all times and in all places, the binding force of political obligation.” 
The minority must concede to the wishes of a majority expressed 
through the customary round of conventions, nominations, and 
platforms. 22 

Buchananites depicted their opponents in and out of the party in 
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terms usually attributed to youth and adolescence. “The agitators 
belong to a different class” from the “conservative, reflecting, 
Union-loving men of the country; men who are opposed alike to 
the fanaticism of the North, and the hot-headed secession doc¬ 
trines which prevail in some portions of the South,” the New York 
Journal of Commerce declared as the Lecompton fight heated up 
in the House. 

They are the nervous, active, restless, and uneasy spirits, who con¬ 
stantly see something which in their opinion needs reforming. Hence 
they are always ready for a tilt with whoever is opposed to their views. 
The world is too slow for them, and they are in a great hurry to “all 
men conform to their own peculiar views.” The Anti-Slavery party is 
largely composed of these “fast men.” Not content with the exemption 
of their own community from the evils of slavery, and unwilling to 
leave to other communities the responsibility of disposing of that and 
other domestic questions in their own way and time, they are very 
impatient to “hurry things up” as fast as possible, and dictate to distant 
States and Territories, the mode and time in which their duties shall 
be performed. 23 

As “Civis” rhapsodized on the front page of the paper: 

Even if it pass, with fools, in fashion; 

’Twould desolate, degrade, and mash one, 

And play the mischief with the nation. 

So, when you curse the Democrats, 

Remember—barn how cured of rats! 

And even wait for slavery, 

Deliberating, still to see; 

Nor think it wisdom, if a curse, 

T’exchange it only for what’s worse, 

Since not for party, pride, or passion. 

Ought patriots to fire the nation! 

As fury only burns and mashes, 

Intoxicated in its flashes; 

And tends to ruinous heaps of ashes. 

As thought and principle are strong. 

Passion is weakness, ever wrong. 

No State exists without its evils; 

Yet statesmen, such above all cavils. 

Deliberate in history wise, 

And learn in all to economize. 

While men of passion, like young brats, 

That value barns much less than rats. 
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Feeling to gratify, or party, 

Go at it furious and hearty, 

As doctors, when their patients tease, 

Kill them—to vanquish the disease! 

And show the potent remedy 
Mere dreadful, when their victims die, 

Than was the previous malady. 

Thus fools, with treason in communion, 

Compute the value of the union; 

Complot and swagger in their cups, 

Like oracles between their sups, 

As if a Goth could ever build, 

Instead of burn, what ages yield. 

To govern is an easy thing 
With Absalom—‘make me a King; 

The way to do it right I’ll show 
And all because—I love ’em so.’ 24 

By 1860, Buchanan had stiffened his resolve to suppress the 
Douglas faction in the party, calling them “disorganizes” who 
threatened the party’s existence. Most of his efforts to influence 
the nomination and the election boiled down to a determined effort 
to control the delegations and the electoral votes of Pennsylvania, 
the one Northern state where the administration still had some 
influence and respectability. The Keystone State had gone for Bu¬ 
chanan in 1856, but only with the aid of purchased voters and a 
campaign of fear over the fate of the Union. By 1860, Buchanan’s 
hold on his followers had slipped considerably as Douglas’s star 
rose in the aftermath of the fight over Lecompton. Decisions made 
early in the administration had demoralized significant portions of 
the president’s supporters and cost him the influence of John For¬ 
ney’s Philadelphia Pennsylvanian. Now, as his friends wrestled 
with Douglas Democrats for control of the state’s convention dele¬ 
gates, Buchanan’s only weapon was the patronage. Unfortunately, 
the most powerful federal officers in the state were warring with 
each other, so that by early spring 1860 the weary president’s mail¬ 
box was filled with mutual recriminations and charges of betrayal. 
Open war broke out at the state convention at Reading in late 
February. “The standard of your Administration was lowered there, 
in my judgement, by gross mismanagement and want of skill on 
the part of those who took the lead with affairs in the Convention,”• 
a friend reported to him. “I never witnessed such a chaos of Po¬ 
litical Principles, Men & Measures.” Although the state delega¬ 
tion would support the administration in Charleston, it contained 
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enough dissidents to signal the eclipse of Buchanan’s influence in 
Pennsylvania . 25 

The feud with Douglas festered at Charleston, and Buchanan did 
little to heal it . 26 The struggle was for the control of the party and 
both men dug in their heels while professing to desire national 
reconciliation. “The question simply is, shall Douglas kill the 
Democratic Party, and maintain a successful war upon yourself and 
friends, or shall we kill him,” Robert Tyler wrote to Buchanan as 
the two mapped strategy for the convention. “I, for one, am for 
skinning and quartering this Demagogue. We must have a strong 
platform—the strongest, I think—We must drive him from the 
Party, or cut him in two with a platform. Besides our only chance 
for an election is in a Platform. A rally of the Democratic Party 
will not do—we haven’t votes enough—the Opposition must be 
demoralized and broken .” 27 Buchanan’s lieutenants at the Charles¬ 
ton convention included William Bigler of Pennsylvania, John 
Slidell of Louisiana, Jesse Bright of Indiana, Caleb Cushing of 
Massachusetts, and Howell Cobb of Georgia, all confirmed 
Douglas-haters who had every incentive to disregard the presi¬ 
dent’s hope that some accommodation be arranged. Although Bu¬ 
chanan had indicated that he would be satisfied with a Southern 
man running on a Northern platform, the strategy adopted by his 
subordinates at Charleston retreated before the demands of South¬ 
ern delegates that the party commit its platform to a federal slave 
code for the territories; a simple reaffirmation of the 1856 platform 
would not suit them. When Douglas’s men succeeded in thwarting 
that scheme, eight deep South delegations bolted the convention, 
to the surprise and consternation of the administration men. After 
Douglas failed to win the nomination, Buchanan and Douglas had 
the opportunity to isolate the seceders and heal the split in the 
party by supporting a compromise candidate, such as R. M. T. 
Hunter of Virginia, or James K. Guthrie of Kentucky, without sur¬ 
rendering their views on the territories. Both refused . 28 

Buchanan’s insistence on a platform that protected Southern 
interests and permitted the enactment of a federal slave code for 
the territories guaranteed that the split with Douglas would be 
permanent. The test of party loyalty would be the “old Democratic 
doctrine of state sovereignty,” he argued. Criticizing squatter sov¬ 
ereignty as a new invention of troublemakers and disorganizers, 
Buchanan rejected a broad, flexible, and loose platform that 
avoided specific qualifications on popular sovereignty and would 
mollify enough Northerners to save Pennsylvania and New York 
from the Republicans. Unwilling to bend on the platform, Bu- 
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chanan was unable to manage an effective campaign to fuse the 
party factions and conservative oppositionists in John Bell’s Con¬ 
stitutional Union Party into an anti-Republican coalition. 

The party reconvened in Baltimore in June, where Northern 
votes succeeded in splitting the delegations of the Charleston se- 
ceders, precipitating a walkout by the administration forces and 
making Douglas’s nomination by the remaining delegates a cer¬ 
tainty. Cushing reconvened the bolters down the street and the 
new convention nominated Breckinridge on a Southern rights plat¬ 
form. 29 The disruption of the party prompted a flurry of compli¬ 
cated and byzantine movements first to substitute a compromise 
candidate for Bell, Douglas, and Breckinridge and, 30 failing that, 
to arrange a fusion of anti-Republican forces in Pennsylvania, New 
York, and New Jersey. Buchanan gave these movements his bless¬ 
ing, but they foundered on Douglas’s refusal to join the effort and 
on Buchanan’s own patronage policies. The president indulged his 
supporters’ demand that he purge the federal patronage of Douglas 
Democrats and force local politicians to bend to the adminis¬ 
tration’s will. In mid-August, he answered the demand of New 
York “hard” leaders, including Daniel Dickinson, that he remove 
C. Comstock, editor of the Albany Atlas & Argus and the state’s 
leading Douglas organ, from his postmastership. Dissent against 
this impolitic decision even from his own supporters drew a stiff 
reply. “This organ, not only does not sustain the principles of my 
administration, but is in direct antagonism to them,” Buchanan 
lectured Gerard Hallock, editor of the New York Journal of Com¬ 
merce. “It maintains political doctrines in violation of the Constitu¬ 
tion of the United States as propounded by the Supreme Court. 
Unless these doctrines can be overthrown there never will be a 
reunion between the democratic party North and the Democratic 
party South, or in other words, a democratic party co-extensive 
with the Union. Without this, the Constitution and the Union can¬ 
not be perpetuated.” 31 Similar reasoning justified removals in Penn¬ 
sylvania and Illinois. 

Buchanan complicated matters with his tepid support for Breck¬ 
inridge. In a speech on 9 July, Buchanan unenthusiastically en¬ 
dorsed his vice-president. Noting that Breckinridge’s candidacy; 
was not “a regular nomination” and that every Democrat was free* 
to vote his conscience, he would still support him on similarity of 
principle. Buchanan then signaled Breckinridge’s dispensability by 
supporting efforts to unite the party under a different candidate. 32 
Breckinridge had supported Douglas in the Little Giant’s first con¬ 
test with Abraham Lincoln in 1858 and, although he ran on a plat-| 
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form endorsed by the administration, his utterances during the 
campaign took a more moderate tone than that of Buchanan’s allies 
in the press and the executive departments. By September, Bu¬ 
chanan was endorsing any effort to create combined anti-Lincoln 
tickets. In Pennsylvania, a convention at Cresson cobbled together 
a shaky union of the Bell and Breckinridge men, and Buchanan 
urged that all party candidates be forced to pledge to it. Efforts at 
fusion in New York resulted in a similar ticket, which foundered 
on Douglas’s refusal to countenance any bargain with the adminis¬ 
tration men. The fatal feud between Douglas and Buchanan bore 
its rotten fruit in November, as Breckinridge, Douglas, and Bell 
fell before the Republican onslaught. Few presidents have equaled 
Buchanan’s record for misjudging public opinion and rigidly insu¬ 
lating the White House from the trend of national events. 

At every turn, Buchanan was overwhelmed by the energetic and 
innovative efforts of his opponents. The Republicans in particular 
saw their opportunity and conducted a campaign noteworthy for 
the eminence of its candidates and the youthful vigor of its tone. 
The corruption issue was political dynamite. In March 1860, “Hon¬ 
est” John Covode, a Pennsylvania Republican, launched a House 
fishing expedition into the administration’s efforts to pass the Le- 
compton Constitution. The inquiry spread into the affairs of the 
major departments and uncovered a pattern of scandal and vote 
purchasing unequaled in the past. Former supporters of the admin¬ 
istration, angry at being refused office, talked freely and laid open 
the administration’s parlous condition in its home base of Pennsyl¬ 
vania. The use of a House investigating committee was itself a 
major departure, as was the unlimited scope and magnitude of the 
inquiry. Although the Congress had previously investigated abuses 
and used the results as campaign fodder, this year the Republicans 
planned and executed the movement as a campaign strategy. The 
committee report splashed across the papers just as the Baltimore 
conventions ratified the division of the Democratic Party. Anti¬ 
administration Democrats rallied to the cause and denounced Bu¬ 
chanan. “Singing psalms will not save him now, sir,” Congressman 
Isaac N. Morris of Illinois claimed. “He has already sinned away 
his day of grace, and all hope for him has become extinct.” The 
administration had wrecked the party and true Democrats should 
leave it. “We cannot go into the canvass of 1860 with any hope of 
success, with its rotten and fetid carcass tied to the party.” 33 

Buchanan could do nothing about this. He sent in two sternly 
worded protests against the House’s action, which were greeted 
with hoots of derision and buried in committee. He denounced the 
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investigation as unconstitutional and unprecedented while claiming 
that its revelations of lax ethics in high office vindicated him by 
failing to produce a formal bill of impeachment. The president’s 
helplessness was evident on all sides. 

In attempting to explain the irony of a career politician making 
so many miscalculations about his friends and his enemies, histori¬ 
ans have come up with a number of answers, each of which contri¬ 
butes to an emerging picture of Jacksonian politics in decline and 
of a new Civil War party system in its birth pangs. First, scholars 
point to Buchanan’s own pro-Southern philosophy, which many 
regard as the pivot around which his policies would turn. The poli¬ 
cies of his administration reflected the president’s belief that the 
South had been repeatedly wronged in the sectional quarrel, and 
have given credence to the now general impression that his pro- 
Southern orientation cut him off from Northern supporters and 
prevented him from reconciling with Stephen Douglas. This por- j 
trait of a president determined to defend the South shows us a 
Democratic administration entirely captive to powerful Southern 
interests determined to advance their proslavery agenda. Bu¬ 
chanan himself provided some of the most compelling evidence for 
this view. In his apologia for the administration published after the 
Civil War, Buchanan labored to prove that the essential cause of 
the war was abolitionist fanaticism, which had poisoned Northern¬ 
ers against the South and had driven Southerners into the cardinal 
error of seceding from the Union. 

Second, some historians have noted that the president’s cast of 
mind left him inflexible and uncompromising when the spirit of 
the law and the needs of practical politics rendered legalistic hair¬ 
splitting a self-defeating policy. Buchanan’s defense of the Le- 
compton constitutional convention winked at the patina of legality 
shrouding this notoriously corrupt assembly and led him into open 
warfare with his hand-picked governor of the territory. He rigidly 
demanded that the Democrats impose as a party standard what 
he called the “old Democratic doctrine” of state sovereignty as 
expounded by the Supreme Court. Buchanan’s ideological reflexes 
preferred the constitutional sophistry of Calhounism at the ex¬ 
pense of a reaffirmation of the party’s flexible and servicable Cin¬ 
cinnati platform of 1856. For example, his veto of a homestead bill 
that had attracted sponsors in both sections in effect told nonslave¬ 
holding farmers that adherence to state rights was more important 
than obtaining land in the West, and cost him the assistance of up- 
and-coming leaders like Andrew Johnson of Tennessee. 

Some scholars have pointed to the bachelor president’s insecure, 
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parsonage mentality, which frosted relations within the cabinet and 
led Buchanan to pry into the private affairs and correspondence 
of family and nonrelatives alike. Bereft of intimate female compan¬ 
ions to broaden his social circle and soften his harried schedule of 
appointments and decisions, Buchanan retreated to a coterie of 
like-minded friends for guidance and support. He thus fell prey to 
a “Directory” of stronger, pro-Southern, spirits in and outside the 
administration and turned a blind eye to their abuses of power. For 
example, soon after he entered office, Buchanan fell out with Vice- 
President Breckinridge. When Breckinridge asked to visit and con¬ 
sult with him, Buchanan demurred, referring him to his niece Har¬ 
riet Lane for an appointment. Breckinridge felt insulted and 
refused, only to discover too late that Buchanan always shuttled 
important visitors to Miss Lane, whose visitors Buchanan would 
leave any other meeting to greet. Thereafter, Breckinridge noted, 
he was shut out of the corridors of power in the White House. 34 

And finally, the unprecedented extent of political corruption in 
his administration has been connected to underlying developments 
in the economy, which made control of the federal purse ever more 
important to business interests and sharpers out to make a killing. 
The old Jacksonian party system had thrived in a decentralized 
federal structure that diffused party politics and lobbying by spe¬ 
cial interests across the states. The party strife over federal eco¬ 
nomic policy had waned in the late 1840s as a wave of prosperity 
and a series of national compromises over the tariff and internal 
improvements rendered the Whig program of federal economic de¬ 
velopment irrelevant for the time being. The states carried on the 
work of assisting business interests in developing a banking and 
transportation system and helped to inure Americans to the idea 
that the government had an important role to play in promoting 
economic growth. Late in the 1850s, economic issues returned to 
national politics as businessmen and politicians arranged for the 
dispensation of public lands, the construction of railroads, and the 
settlement of the territories. Higher stakes attracted an army of 
grafters and spoilsmen and overwhelmed the federal government’s 
feeble accounting practices and almost nonexistent controls over 
conflicts of interest. Buchanan’s administration became the most 
corrupt in the history of the country. 

Each of these explanations for Buchanan’s behavior reveals 
much about the condition of the party system as the 1860 campaign 
got underway. The second party system had fallen into such disar¬ 
ray that a national administration had become the tool of one sec¬ 
tion. The sectionalization of politics pushed conservatives like 
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Buchanan into more rigid, ideological, and reactionary positions 
on public affairs and imparted a tone of desperation and fear to 
their actions. Eight years of Democratic rule and increasingly shrill 
denunciations of the opposition as treasonous had encased the 
White House in a siege mentality that brooked no dissent within 
the party and reinforced Buchanan’s loneliness, isolation, and 
aloofness. Rampant spoilsmanship had revealed the dry rot within 
the party and the federal government and contributed to a crisis 
of legitimacy that sapped the government’s public support. 

To his dying day, Buchanan remained supremely confident that 
his reading of the public mind and his conception of the strategies 
needed to grapple with the crisis were correct. The problems in 
his administration and his ultimate defeat suggest to us a president 
completely out of touch with his public and unable to cultivate any 
popular understanding of his policies or purposes. It is arguable, 
however, that Buchanan’s dilemmas were attributable to yet an¬ 
other cause at work in the political system and increasingly evident 
in the campaign of 1860: the increasing futility of political practices 
associated with a dying party system and challenged by a rising 
generation of new leaders who were innovative in political tech¬ 
niques at the dawn of a new age. Buchanan, in short, presided over 
the onset of the Civil War party system, whose emergence heralded 
a new set of political customs, a new arrangement of the civic 
culture, and a new host of issues that confounded him at every 
turn. In response, Buchanan wielded rusty weapons from an old 
and familiar arsenal and in the end went down in the history books 
as one of the worst presidents the country ever had. The realign¬ 
ment of the 1850s demonstrated that new parties meant new 
political styles and issues, and that the customs supporting the 
Jacksonian system were being transformed in the heat of party 
warfare over slavery and popular disgust with politics as usual. 

The Republicans exploited this sentiment and outgeneraled their 
opponents—especially Buchanan—in channeling it toward victori¬ 
ous ends. Of special interest to the young party’s managers were 
two vital groups in the electorate: old-line Whig and American 
supporters of Fillmore from 1856, and young, new voters just enter¬ 
ing politics. In the former case, the Republicans plied nativist 
themes in strong Fillmore areas of the country, especially Philadel¬ 
phia, the lower North, and Connecticut. In the latter case, the 
Republicans built on their 1856 strategy of using a young, charis¬ 
matic Fremont candidacy to lure young voters away from the 
rough-and-tumble Know-Nothings. This time they mobilized youth 
through the “Wide-Awake” military clubs that they spread through- 
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A cartoon unsympathetic to Buchanan’s situation in the winter of 1860-61 as mem¬ 
bers of his cabinet depart and the secession crisis grows, while “the President does 
nothing but wring his hands and bemoan himself.’’ Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


I out the North. The Wide-Awakes recruited new and young voters, 
adopted military styles of dress, parade, and symbol that antici¬ 
pated the similar types of campaigning in the third party system. 

I The party brimmed over with young leaders charged with the con¬ 
fidence and vigor born of crusading adolescence. 35 Striking effec¬ 
tively at the old fogies running the Bell and Buchanan campaigns, 
the Republicans announced that they had infused their party with 
a depth of conviction found only in new parties. And most im¬ 
portant, the Republicans abandoned—if reluctantly and with con¬ 
siderable debate—any conciliatory Southern strategy to 
“nationalize” their party along the lines of the old Jacksonian 

I system. 36 

The Republicans’ use of new techniques such as the Covode 
investigation and the Wide-Awake clubs and their willingness to 
confront the slavery question directly and firmly suggests that they 
saw real opportunity in exploiting the growing sense in the country 
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that the cycle of politics was turning away from the old fogies and 
that they were to be the ones to set its future course. After the 
war, Buchanan noted that a new generation was indeed coming 
into prominence, albeit for the most sinister of purposes. Recogniz¬ 
ing that the leadership of the country was changing, Buchanan 
could only lament it and fight back with familiar weapons. He noted 
after the war that in 1860 “an entire new generation had now come 
upon the stage in the South, in the midst of the anti-slavery agita¬ 
tion. The former generation, which had enjoyed the blessings of 
peace and security under the Constitution and the Union, had 
passed away. That now existing had grown up and been educated 
amid assaults upon their rights, and attacks from the North upon 
the domestic institution inherited from their fathers.” 37 Yet that 
new generation spoke a language and pursued a political agenda 
that Buchanan barely understood, if at all. Included among new 
Southern leaders were men such as John Slidell, with whom Bu¬ 
chanan had consorted with for years, and who now backed Breck¬ 
inridge. Breckinridge himself, like Franklin Pierce and Stephen 
Douglas, appealed to the vibrant spirit of the 1850s and stood in 
contrast to Buchanan’s shopworn image of Jacksonian rectitude. 
Few of these men developed a close working relationship with 
Buchanan, who failed to understand the magnitude of their popular 
appeal. 38 Douglas’s popular sovereignty struck a responsive chord 
in the rising, muscular Northwest, a region of the country Bu¬ 
chanan was unfamiliar with. It did not surprise Buchanan that this 
loose doctrine would propel Douglas out of the party mainstream 
as Buchanan had defined it, and into the ranks of the disorganizers 
and demagogues of the new generation. Douglas also broke with 
precedent during the campaign, launching a furious, courageous, 
and ultimately futile electioneering effort that took him into the 
deep South, up through the crucial border, and into New England. 
Although some other presidential candidates had attempted similar 
feats, Douglas was clearly breaking the mold, prompted by the 
tremendous stakes in the election and fueled by his own undomita- 
ble energy. 

Buchanan’s experience with the 1860 campaign suggests that 
historians should examine periods of realignment for signs of gen¬ 
erational pressures in the electorate. It is rare for such pressures 
to stem directly from a discernible demographic bulge in the age 
distribution of the population. It is more likely that when a social 
and political crisis approaches the magnitude of the calamity facing 
the country in 1860, a widespread revulsion against an entire class 
of leaders and the age they represent will make “old fogyism” an 
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issue of real significance to the voters. In such a situation, the 
different socializing experience of the current leadership would 
greatly complicate its ability to understand the demands of new 
and young citizens. 39 The Republicans implemented a clear and 
successful strategy to capture this portion of the electorate and, 
in combination with the confidence and clarity of a broad and asser¬ 
tive platform ranged against a weak and divided gaggle of conserva¬ 
tives, laid the foundations of the Civil War generation in the North. 
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The Presidency of James Buchanan: A 
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[What follows is an edited transcription of the panel discussion at 
the James Buchanan Conference held at Franklin and Marshall 
College, 21 September 1991. Panelists were Don Fehrenbacher of 
Stanford University; Kenneth M. Stampp of the University of Cali¬ 
fornia at Berkeley; Robert Johannsen of the University of Illinois, 
Urbana-Champaign; and Elbert Smith of the University of Mary¬ 
land, College Park.] 

Michael Birkner: In the winter of 1857, as James Buchanan was 
preparing to assume the office that he had sought for so long, 
much of the American public felt that it had been rescued from a 
dangerous crisis. Because had the Republican Party captured the 
White House in 1856, many Southern Democrats said they simply 
would not accept the results. Who could foretell the consequences 
had John Charles Fremont been elected president in James Bu¬ 
chanan’s stead? And we all know that it was, indeed, a very close 
call. The breakup of the Union seemed possible, if not necessarily 
imminent, as a consequence of a Republican victory in 1856. But 
Fremont wasn’t elected in 1856. Buchanan was elected primarily 
because of his strong showing in the South where Fr6mont won 
virtually no votes at all. He was a Black Republican to Southerners 
and simply unacceptable. Buchanan was acceptable to Southern¬ 
ers. He was a canny politician. He had real skills and he was, most 
importantly, a Union man to the core—a man who had no views 
that were anathema to the South. The question facing Buchanan 
and the country, as he prepared to assume the presidency in March 
1857, was whether he could hold his party together and the nation 
together in the face of sectional distrust and deep sectional antago¬ 
nism. This, of course, is the problematic of Buchanan’s presidency. 
How things turned out for Buchanan comprises the topic for dis¬ 
cussion this morning. We are very fortunate to have with us four 
scholars who have written extensively on the 1850s. Each has 


171 


172 THE PRESIDENCY OF JAMES BUCHANAN: A REASSESSMENT 


offered valuable commentary on Buchanan in the course of writing 
broader works on the period. 

I would like to begin with Professor Smith, if I can, and begin 
properly at the beginning. I’d like to set the scene for March 1857 
as Buchanan prepares to assume the presidency. What was upper¬ 
most on his mind as he planned his inaugural? 

Elbert Smith: Buchanan had this in mind: how do I make certain 
the Republicans don’t win in 1860? On the other hand, I don’t think 
he thought through this very clearly. Incidentally, it is important 
to note that he wrote his own speeches and he wrote his own 
inaugural, unlike most presidents today. He had also been very 
seriously ill with dysentery, a form of Legionnaires’ Disease, and 
whether or not that affected his judgment, we don’t know. The 
North needed reassuring if it was going to stop attacking the South 
and thereby playing into the hands of the Southern radicals and 
Buchanan did not do this. . . . 

He never understood that the Free-Soil movement, the idea that 
slavery should not expand, was a mass opinion, that great numbers 
of Northerners believed this. This was not just the idea of a small 
number of Republican fanatics. His immediate problem was how 
to handle the question that had been the major part of his platform, 
popular sovereignty. And the big question was when should the 
decision be made. Should it be made at the point when a territorial 
government was created or should it be made at the point when a 
territory became a state? The Democrats very wisely didn’t tackle 
that part of it at all. So that Southerners could believe that popular 
sovereignty meant deciding on slavery at statehood, and the North¬ 
erners could believe the opposite. You might ask what’s the differ¬ 
ence. A very significant difference it seems to me. If after the 
South had access to a territory for a reasonable length of time, 
and then that territory voted to be a free state, you could say, well 
it’s because of climate, geography, economics, all kinds of different 
reasons. On the other hand, if you cut off slavery at the beginning, 
it could only be for moral reasons, and the South, I think, very 
much objected to this. In 1848, for example, when they were debat¬ 
ing over Oregon, and Thomas Hart Benton and Sam Houston said 
who’s going, when are you leaving, who’s taking slaves to Oregon, 
[John C.] Calhoun said that doesn’t matter. The admission of Ore¬ 
gon without slavery is an insult to my heritage. It’s an insult to 
my descendants, and that’s more than enough reason for secession. : 
On that basis, we should secede. So Buchanan has to deal with 
this and he wrote letters to two Supreme Court justices; he knew 
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they had the Dred Scott case, and I’m going to leave that to Profes¬ 
sor Fehrenbacher, who is a real expert on it. But Buchanan defi¬ 
nitely used influence on one Pennsylvania judge to get him to fall 
in line with this. Knowing the South would be very happy with it, 
apparently completely blind to the reaction it would cause in the 
North, he predicts it and makes it clear that he knows that it’s 
coming and says in his inaugural address, “Some people have 
asked the question when do we decide this.” “Well,” he said, “the 
whole question of territorial slavery is going to be answered by 
the Supreme Court in a few days.” Therefore, when the case does 
come out he is completely identified with it. Those, it seems to 
me, are his main points. He doesn’t think slavery will go to the 
West; he doesn’t really want slavery to go to the West. But he’s 
perfectly willing to give the South the right to take slavery to the 
West or anywhere else, not thinking it will mean anything and, 
again, quite oblivious to the reaction this is going to have in the 
North. 

Birkner: I think it might be appropriate now to talk a little about 
the man who takes the presidency in 1857. We’ve had numerous 
comments made in the papers today and in side comments here 
for the last two days that on paper Buchanan was well qualified to 
be president of the United States and he was in many ways some¬ 
one who gave people a sense of confidence and comfort because 
he would not have to be trained for the job. And yet, he does not 
live up to expectations. Professor Stampp might be in a position 
to help us understand the disjunction between the paper credentials 
and the reality. 

Kenneth Stampp: You might ask whether it was just that Buchanan 
was elected at the wrong time. I think probably he never would 
have done very well. [ Laughter ] I don’t know that there was ever 
a right time. He might have done as well as Warren Harding. 
[Laughter] I’d like to give two explanations of why I think so. One 
relates to the matter in which he formed his cabinet and another 
relates to, I think, an excellent example of how he bungled even 
the use of patronage. It’s true that Buchanan was superbly trained. 
We’ve already heard about his background in Congress and the 
Senate, diplomatic service in the State Department, and his back¬ 
ground and experience contrasted with Lincoln’s lack of experi¬ 
ence. One spent one term in the Congress and two terms in the 
state legislature. I don’t think we ought to use this as an example 
of how it always will be—that it is better to have an inexperienced 
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President-elect James Buchanan greets members of the “committee of arrangement” ' 
that will guide him to the inaugural procession, 4 March 1857. From Leslie’s Illus¬ 
trated Magazine. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


man like Lincoln than a well-trained, superbly trained, president 
like James Buchanan. Because I don’t think it’s going to work that 
way invariably. I think we have had many examples of the opposite. 
But in choosing his cabinet Buchanan showed no interest at all in 
harmonizing the various divisions and factions in the party. The 
Democratic Party, like the Republican Party, was full of factions 
and divisions. In the South, you had Conservative-Union Demo¬ 
crats, you had out-and-out secessionists, and States’ Rights Demc 
crats ready to jump off the reservation at the first thing that they 
would regard as a provocation. In the North, you had Doughfaces, i 
Northern men with Southern principles, you had young Democrat! 
who looked to Stephen A. Douglas, the so-called Young America 
wing of the party. And somehow, Buchanan should have, I think, 
brought representatives of all of these groups into his cabinet. In¬ 
stead, he set up a cabinet of men who agreed with him. He wanted 
no conflict in his cabinet. He wanted sort of to be chairman of the 
board and have a cabinet that would work in harmony with him. 
As a result, I think, it is absolutely wrong to say that Buchana 
was dominated by a directory, by a group of powerful cabinet mem¬ 
bers, for example, Jeremiah Black of Pennsylvania and Howell 1 
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Cobb of Georgia. He simply agreed with them. They agreed with 
him. There was no dispute. The cabinet was a most harmonious 
group. There is lots of testimony from Cobb and others: we meet 
together, we are fond of each other, we have no difference of opin¬ 
ion. Consider the way he picked a secretary of state. There were 
two possibilities: Howell Cobb of Georgia, who is eminently quali¬ 
fied, and Robert J. Walker of Mississippi, a Northerner who had 
moved to Mississippi, also eminently qualified. The trouble was 
that if either one of them had been brought into his cabinet there 
would be problems. Both of them had lots of enemies, so in the 
end he took the advice of his friend, J. Glancy Jones of Pennsylva¬ 
nia, who suggested “why not bring in Lewis Cass.” Now Lewis 
Cass is incompetent, he’s much too old, but he won’t offend any¬ 
body. Nobody will regard him as a political rival. So Buchanan 
decided in the end to forget about Cobb and Walker, and invite 
Lewis Cass to come into the cabinet on condition that he would 
let Buchanan pick his assistant secretary of state, a close friend of 
Buchanan’s, and really on condition that Buchanan and the assist¬ 
ant secretary of state would run the State Department and Lewis 
Cass would sign things. Cass was so happy, his term in the Senate 
was just expiring, he was so happy to stay on in Washington that 
he agreed to these terms and he was for four years a cipher in the 
Buchanan administration, till the very end. At the very end Cass 
suddenly decided that Buchanan wasn’t a staunch enough of a Un¬ 
ionist and he resigned from the cabinet in indignation. It was the 
only thing he ever did of any significance in the four years as 
Secretary of State. His resignation was the great moment of his 
four years. [ Laughter] 

Now let me give you one example of his bungling with patronage. 
Unquestionably, the man who made it possible for Buchanan to be 
elected in 1856 was John W. Forney, a Pennsylvanian newspaper¬ 
man, who was chairman of the Democratic Committee in Pennsyl¬ 
vania who was responsible for carrying that state. He had many 
ways of doing it. He got lots of Irish voters in Philadelphia and 
eastern Pennsylvania on the voting lists in time to cast their votes 
for Buchanan, who incidentally carried Pennsylvania by a scant 
1,000 votes. Buchanan was so grateful to Forney for the work he 
did in Pennsylvania and for other things (he contributed his own 
money to the campaign in Pennsylvania) that he told Forney that 
he was going to offer him the editorship of the Washington Union, 
which was a Democratic newspaper in Washington and that is ex¬ 
actly what Forney wanted. He was a superb editor but, also, it 
meant that he could, after four years, retire in comfort because 




printing contracts would come to him from the Democratic Con¬ 
gress that would put him on easy street. The trouble was that 
Buchanan had never checked to see how the party would react 
to Forney becoming the editor of the Washington Union and he 
discovered, shortly after the election, that a vast number of South¬ 
erners were almost livid at the thought of Forney editing the Wash¬ 
ington Union. They didn’t trust him, and there were reasons why 
they shouldn’t trust him. In any case, Buchanan discovered that it 


Portrait of Jeremiah Black, Buchanan’s close friend in Pennsylvania politics and 
his trusted attorney general. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


THE PRESIDENCY OF JAMES BUCHANAN: A REASSESSMENT 177 


would be impossible and so he called Forney in and said, “I’m 
sorry. I can’t give you the editorship. I’ve got to find something else 
for you.” Very quickly, after that disappointment, Forney came to 
Buchanan and said “I’ll tell you what. I would really like to go to 
the United States Senate and there is going to be a vacancy. The 
Democrats are the majority in the legislature. I’d like you to sup¬ 
port me for the Senate.” Well, Buchanan said, “all right” and that 
would take care of that. There was one little problem and that is 
that he had already promised Jeremiah Black that he was going to 
support him for the Senate. So the first thing that he had to do was 
to write to Black and say, “Would you please permit me to with¬ 
draw my offer to support you for the Senate?” Black, somewhat 
reluctantly, fortunately he was a good friend of Forney’s, agreed 
to do it. So Buchanan let it be known that Forney was his candidate 
for the Senate. Well, the Democrats had a majority in the legisla¬ 
ture. It was very thin majority. Lots of Democrats resented Bu¬ 
chanan’s intervening and, in the end, several Democrats switched, 
several refused to vote, and several switched to the Republican 
candidate, that prince of a man, Simon Cameron [Laughter], and 
Buchanan suffered a humiliating defeat and there was still the For¬ 
ney problem. What next? Well, Forney would have loved to have 
gotten into the cabinet. Buchanan thought Forney wasn’t fit for 
that. Forney was rather erratic, he got into his cups quite fre¬ 
quently, and he was not tactful in his conversations, and that was 
out of the question. Buchanan finally said, “How would you like 
to be American Consul in Liverpool?” Forney said, “After what 
I’ve done for you, Mr. President, that’s a pretty humiliating thing. 
I’m not going to take that.” For a long time nothing happened. 
Poor Mrs. Forney, who had several children and was expecting 
another one, went to Buchanan and said, “What is to become of 
my family? Surely, you can give him the postmastership [in Phila¬ 
delphia]. He won’t disgrace you if you give him the Postmaster¬ 
ship.” Nothing happened. Forney became increasingly desperate. 
He wrote to Jeremiah Black, his friend. He wrote to Buchanan. 
Finally, he announced in June 1857 that he was going to start his 
own newspaper in Philadelphia, the Philadelphia Press. Well that 
really worried Buchanan, and he had reason to worry, suspecting 
that Forney was not about to edit a proadministration newspaper. 
Forney assured him that he was going to be loyal to the administra¬ 
tion. Well, he started the Philadelphia Press and it quickly became 
the most popular Democratic newspaper in Pennsylvania. It practi¬ 
cally drove the Philadelphia Pennsylvanian, which was run by an 
incompetent editor, to the wall and by the late fall of 1857 he had 





178 THE PRESIDENCY OF JAMES BUCHANAN: A REASSESSMENT 


broken with Buchanan over the Lecompton issue. He was support¬ 
ing Douglas; he was now giving his loyalty to Douglas as he had 
given it to Buchanan for so many years. And that was a beautiful 
example of his mishandling of patronage. Incidentally, in addition 
to that, Forney had succeeded in talking Buchanan out of bringing 
the one man from Pennsylvania that he wanted in his cabinet and 
that was J. Glancy Jones, who was a Congressman and a very close 
friend of Buchanan’s. Forney said “over my dead body. You cannot 
put that man into the administration.” And so Buchanan had to 
write a letter to Jones saying, “I wish you’d permit me to withdraw 
my offer of a position within the cabinet.” Jones said, “I know 
who’s behind this. I know it’s Forney and his clan. For heaven’s 
sake, don’t appoint Jeremiah Black to your cabinet because every¬ 
body knows he is nothing but a tool of Forney’s.” He reluctantly 
did give his consent to withdrawing his candidacy for the cabinet 
and promised to be a loyal supporter of Buchanan, and he was. 
Buchanan wrote again and said “now that you’ve withdrawn, I 
have to ask you one more favor, would you please agree that Black 
can go into the cabinet.” And Jones had to concede to that. This 
is about as bad a job of handling a number of important appoint¬ 
ments as you can imagine. I think these examples are enough to 
illustrate my point that he simply wasn’t the man cut out to be the 
chief executive of the United States then or any other time, and 
I’ll stop there. 

Birkner: One of the things that we learn here is that Buchanan set 
off on the wrong foot on the issue of patronage. At least in retro¬ 
spect it appears that he may have gotten off on the wrong foot in 
terms of his relationship with another branch of government, the 
Supreme Court. And I thought since it occurs right at the beginning 
of the Buchanan presidency we might want to get some sense of 
what he is up to even before his inauguration, in terms of a crucial 
decision about to be handed down on the slavery issue by the 
Supreme Court. I think Professor Fehrenbacher is the right person 
to ask this. What is going on and what does it tell you about 
Buchanan? 

Don Fehrenbacher: Well, let me say just a word first about why 
Buchanan took the attitude that he did toward the Dred Scott case 
and the decision that was forthcoming. Buchanan was an active 
presidential candidate for about ten years, from about 1846 to 1856, 
and in 1850, during the crisis of that year, some enemies turned 
up a newspaper report from 1819 showing that he had been a mem- 





Portrait of Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger Brooke Taney, author of the famous 
obiter dicta in Dred Scott v. Sandford (1857). Courtesy of Dickinson College. 
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Supreme Court Justice Robert C. Grier, like Taney and Buchanan a graduate of 
Dickinson College, and a key actor in maneuvering behind the scenes over the Dred 
Scott decision. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 

ber of a Resolutions Committee for a meeting right here in Lancas- j 
ter that had opposed the Missouri Compromise, which he later 1 
urged and recommended, and had favored the proposed antislavery 1 
restriction on Missouri. He immediately began to get queries, par- j 
ticularly a letter from Jefferson Davis, and so he wrote a letter to J 
Jefferson Davis in which he attributed this to his youth and to the 1 
influence of the chairman of the meeting, who was an old friend, 1 
and then he went on, “through my whole public career I have been j| 
uniform in maintaining the just constitutional rights of the South. ] 
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I have made more speeches on this subject, both on the floor of 
the Senate and at home, than probably any other man now living.” 
This letter was not put before the public until during the Civil War 
when Harper’s Weekly called it a “cringing, fawning, supplicating, 
shivering, slobbering piece of servile obsequiousness.” [ Laughter ] 
Which is an interesting bit of nineteenth-century tautological re¬ 
dundancy. I don’t think lackey of the South is quite the right term. 
I agree with that. Proslavery is not quite the right term. Certain, 
pro-Southern or, perhaps, anti-antislavery would be as good a de¬ 
scription of Buchanan’s attitude at least from the late 1820s and 
early 1830s. From his experience in Congress and, particularly in 
the Senate during the great controversy over petitions, Buchanan 
became absolutely convinced that the slavery issue, if agitated, 
was going to destroy the Union. I think he believed that sincerely. 
I think that was the strongest motivation that he had. Mind you, 
he had other reasons to be pro-Southern. It was politically suitable 
for him to be pro-Southern. There were other reasons why he 
was anti-antislavery. He was temperamentally not tuned in to the 
abolitionist self-righteous approach. He was a man of the middle 
ground. Basically, the thing that drove him most was his fear of a 
breakup of the Union owing to the slavery agitation. He became 
increasingly convinced that that had to somehow be repressed or 
suppressed if the Union was to survive, and he had that feeling, 
certainly, at the time of his inauguration. Now, the Dred Scott case 
had been in the works for a decade and there was no doubt that 
the Court was going to decide against poor Dred Scott himself and 
send him back to slavery. There was no doubt about that. The 
main question was whether the Court was going to give a broad 
decision or a narrow decision, and it could have avoided all of the 
major issues by simply upholding the view of a lower court that 
Dred Scott, whatever had happened to him in Illinois and in Minne¬ 
sota, when he returned to Missouri, had returned to Missouri law 
and was, therefore, still a slave, and the Court had actually decided 
that was the decision that was to be issued. Justice [Samuel] Nelson 
of New York was to issue this narrow decision, and he even wrote 
it. In fact you can read it because he submitted it eventually as 
his concurring opinion. But then, for various reasons, the Court 
changed its mind and decided to address the larger questions. One, 
the question of Negro citizenship, was really not politically im¬ 
portant. Although, historically, it’s important to us today, it was 
not politically important at that time. And the question of whether 
Congress had the power to prohibit slavery in the territories or, in 
other words, the constitutionality of the Missouri Compromise line. 
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A decision was made to render the broader decision. Buchanan, it 
is thought by some people, played a critical role in that decision. 
It was quite clear that the five Southern Justices on the Court 
were prepared to rule against the constitutionality of the Missouri 
Compromise but, if they got only five votes, all Southern, declaring 
that, the effect of the decision was liable to be very doubtful, to 
say the least. What was badly needed, from Buchanan’s point of 
view, was at least one justice from the North who would go along 
with the invalidation of the Missouri Compromise line. Well, two 
justices were out of the question because they were opposed to 
the entire attitude of the majority. They were going to be dissenters. 
Nelson had already made up his mind that he preferred the narrow 
decision. That left only one, a Pennsylvanian named [Robert C.] 
Grier, and it was upon Grier that Buchanan, at the urging of another 
justice, another member of the Court, brought some pressure, and 
we know then that, as a consequence, the Court divided six to two, 
two really not voting, on the question of whether the Missouri 
Compromise line was really unconstitutional. And that made it 
appear, at least a bit more, as a national decision rather than a 
strictly sectional one. Roy Nichols thinks that the Dred Scott 
would have been entirely different without Buchanan’s interven¬ 
tion behind the scenes. What is ignored in most of these presenta¬ 
tions, and in the idea that it was the fault of the two dissenting 
justices, that the broader decision was issued, is the failure to take 
into account the determination of the chief justice who issued a 
broader decision. The willpower really in effect here, was not so 
much Buchanan’s, not the dissenting justices’, but it was [Roger 
Brooke] Taney’s. I am convinced of that and, therefore, while Bu¬ 
chanan certainly made it easier by the pressure he brought on 
Grier, the Dred Scott decision as issued was, in its broader frame, 
what the chief justice desired. Of course, Buchanan wanted a deci¬ 
sion because it would presumably remove from politics the issue 
that was troubling not only the United States as a whole, it was 
not only causing the quarrel between Republicans and Democrats, 
that is the question of whether slavery could or should be forbidden 
in the territories; the whole question was dividing the Democratic 
Party itself. As has already been suggested, the Democratic Party 
had endorsed the principle of popular sovereignty. What does 
popular sovereignty mean? Well, to most of the people who use 
the term it meant that the people in the territory should decide 
whether they were to have slavery. But Southerners claimed that 
it meant making the decision only at the time of statehood, which 
really was no popular sovereignty at all because everyone had al- 
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ways admitted that a free state had the right to decide whether it 
should be free or slave. The Democratic Party had hung together 
now for several years by having a policy of popular sovereignty 
which was defined in two ways: one in the North, and one in the 
South. And it was to the advantage of the Democratic Party to 
continue that ambiguity. Yet Buchanan and a number of other 
Democrats unwisely encouraged the Court to remove that ambigu¬ 
ity by, in effect, adopting the Southern interpretation of popular 
sovereignty—that is, by declaring that the Missouri Compromise 
was unconstitutional. That was to take the Southern side com¬ 
pletely. One of the mysteries is that Buchanan did not, if you look 
at his inaugural, say that this was the question before the Court. 
He did not say that the Missouri Compromise issue was before the 
Court, or the question of slavery in the territories. He said that 
the issue troubling the Democrats was before the Court, that js 
whether popular sovereignty could take effect at the time of the 
organization of the territory or at the time of the organization of 
the state. Therefore, he said, happily this question is now before 
the Court. Which was not true at all. The Court had no reason, in 
considering the Dred Scott case, to take up the question that di¬ 
vided the Southerners from [Stephen] Douglas. Furthermore, the 
Court didn’t decide that. There is nothing in the decision except 
in the opinion of the chief justice as a statement that probably did 
not have the standing of law. So, the mystery to me is how Bu¬ 
chanan got the notion that the Court was going to decide that 
question of the timing of popular sovereignty. He couldn’t have 
gotten it from the two justices with whom he was in communica¬ 
tion. The only answer that I can suggest is that he was also, perhaps 
orally, personally in communication with the chief justice. Because 
it was only in the chief justice’s opinion that a decision was ren¬ 
dered that, in effect, outlawed Douglas-style popular sovereignty 
as well as Republican-style prohibition of slavery in the territories. 

Birkner: I suppose one of the other mysteries of the Dred Scott 
case may be that Buchanan should have expected that it would 
quiet deep sectional bitterness and the clamor over popular 
sovereignty. 

Fehrenbacher: Yes, let me say that, as late as 1860 in his last annual 
message to Congress, he finally really commented on the substance 
of the Dred Scott case by congratulating the nation on the Dred 
Scott decision and how it had settled matters. 
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Birkner: So he sort of missed the boat. [Laughter] One thing we 
certainly know about the Dred Scott case is that it set the stage 
for tremendous drama which is played out in 1857, which Professor 
Stampp has written about in detail. But the story, for our purposes, 
is the personal drama. It’s Buchanan and it’s Douglas. Buchanan 
fixes on the Kansas issue. He is determined to take a path that 
Douglas ultimately cannot accept, and Douglas goes public in op¬ 
position to the president of his party’s emphatic position on this 
issue. And it seems to me Professor Johannsen can help us under¬ 
stand the dynamics of Buchanan’s decision and Douglas’s decision. 
I hope you want also to say a word, if you would. Professor Jo¬ 
hannsen, about something that festers underneath all of this, and 
that is that there was bad blood between Buchanan and Douglas. 

Robert Johannsen: I don’t want to say too much about that. The 
title of this panel discussion is “A Reassessment of Buchanan.” I 
think we need a lot more work on Buchanan. Everybody is an 
expert on Buchanan based on sharp focusing on certain aspects of 
his presidency. Buchanan is treated primarily by historians as a 
sort of supporting character, supporting player, to a study of some¬ 
body else—Abraham Lincoln or the study of a single year in the 
Buchanan administration, or something like that. I am just amazed 
that there hasn’t been more work on Buchanan. We have two bio¬ 
graphies of Buchanan, in 1883 George Ticknor Curtis’s Life and 
Letters of James Buchanan and then we have Philip Klein’s 1962 
President James Buchanan: A Biography, and thirdly we have 
E. B. Smith’s study of the presidency. But isn’t there a lot more 
to be said about James Buchanan than can be said in these three 
widely spaced studies? I have always felt that we need to know 
more about Buchanan, more about his career, more about his posi¬ 
tion on the issues over the years, the stands he took, and that sort 
of thing. Don Fehrenbacher has mentioned the importance of the 
abolitionist controversy of the 1830s. 

So, I think, one thing we need to do is spend more time looking 
at Buchanan’s total career instead of picking out an episode, things 
that he couldn’t do, his incompetence in this respect or in that 
respect. Andrew Jackson mishandled patronage from time to time. 
There are some glaring examples; it’s not unique. We’ve got to 
look at him in greater perspective; we’ve got to know more about 
him. Many years ago, I reviewed a couple of books on James Bu¬ 
chanan. At that time, I expressed some disappointment because I 
found little written about him that would explain Buchanan’s ap¬ 
proach to the presidential office, his concept of the presidency so 
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As president, Buchanan presided over many ceremonies at the White House, among 
them this reception for the Japanese Embassy. From Leslie’s Illustrated Magazine. 
Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


to speak. I asked a number of questions that I thought might place 
Buchanan, give us a better notion of what Buchanan meant, what 
Buchanan stood for, and a better understanding of how and why 
he acted as he did. Because certainly we know that this administra¬ 
tion was beset with a great many crises. How did he bring his 
experience to bear on the problems he faced? The constitutional 
issues? What was the character of that? How did he define his 
presidential role in the face of deep national crisis? What was his 
concept, his view, of the power of the presidency, the function, the 
obligation, the responsibilities of the presidential office? I think 
that there is a lot that could be done in that respect. 

Yesterday morning, we were given a classic description of the 
Jacksonian presidency. The Jackson concept of a strong, aggres¬ 
sive president, director of all his people, and so forth. Professor 
[Wiliam] Gienapp suggested that Lincoln followed this Jacksonian 
concept, but Buchanan fell dreadfully short. Well, not all political 
leaders in the United States, presidential aspirants or otherwise, 
agreed with Andrew Jackson’s concept of the presidency. 

With respect to [Stephen] Douglas, I feel that Douglas has been 
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treated much the same way we find Buchanan described here to- j 
day. So I feel a kind of empathy with the Old Public Functionary, j 
because I have been struggling against similar charges. Douglas j 
was allegedly a tool of the South, no matter what he did, he was 
down on his narrow bones before the altar of the slave power and 
the minion of the proslavery forces, that sort of thing. The same ] 
sorts of things were said about Buchanan, captive of the South, j 
We never speak of anybody during this period as being the captive j 
of the North, a captive of the abolitionists who argues against I 
slavery. We still struggle against, feel the impact of the legacy of i 
the Civil War. 

Now the Douglas-Buchanan split was not regarded by all con¬ 
temporaries as an earthshaking development. Abraham Lincoln in i 
1858 said that the rift between Douglas and Buchanan over the } 
Lecompton Constitution was of no real importance. He advised j 
Republicans to ignore it, pay no attention to it, it doesn’t matter. 
On the contrary, Lincoln saw Douglas and Buchanan as working a 
together in spite of this rift. 

Fehrenbacher: Excuse me. Lincoln did that for strategic reasons. ] 
He was working against the efforts of certain Republicans in the j 
East to paint Douglas as— 

Johannsen: I know. But why don’t we give Buchanan or Douglas I 
credit sometimes for working for strategic reasons. 

Smith: Lincoln wants to get elected senator, and everybody knows 
that everybody in Illinois hates Buchanan so he identifies Bu¬ 
chanan with Douglas to defeat Douglas in the election. 

Fehrenbacher: He’s trying to push Douglas as close as he possibly 
can to the proslavery side. 

Johannsen: You didn’t let me complete my thought. 

Fehrenbacher: I’m sorry, go ahead. I won’t interrupt you again 
until you deserve it. [ Laughter ] 

Johannsen: I would be disappointed if you didn’t. I want 
interaction. 

Stampp: You mention that Douglas and Buchanan were constantly 
called tools of the slave powers, and that no one was ever called 
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a tool of the North. Which Southerners did you have in mind to 
play these roles? I was just wondering whether there was one. 

Johannsen: But you see, I’m asking the question. 

Stampp: But in the case of the so-called doughfaces, these were 
Northerners who were tools of the South. I was wondering which 
Southerners were tools of the North. 

Smith: Some people call Zachary Taylor a tool of the North even 
though he owned 140 slaves. 

Johannsen: One thing I have been impressed with is that we have 
difficulty recognizing the fact that some fifteen slaveholding states 
were actually part of the Union, they were part of the United 
States. We talk about how they were somehow not really Ameri¬ 
cans, not really a part of the Union. I suppose this is the legacy 
of the Civil War. The North won the Civil War. The North inter¬ 
prets the history of the United States in the antebellum period, 
and we are still arguing it. 

Fehrenbacher: But there was a Doughface factor in American poli¬ 
tics down to the Civil War which meant that you cannot name any 
person who achieved high executive office who didn’t have, in 
some way or the other, to make his peace with the South. And 
Southerners, to hold high executive office, did not have to make 
their peace with the antislavery forces. A John C. Calhoun could 
be unanimously approved by the Senate for the position of secre¬ 
tary of state, but no person could become secretary of state who 
was in any way associated with a strong antislavery viewpoint, 
until the time of Lincoln. This had been building up for years, 
so that when we talk about antislavery we should think of anti- 
Southernism, too, in the North and resentment of the extent to 
which the South had dominated the country. 

Johannsen: The position that Buchanan took was to be fair and 
just to both sides, because if it wasn’t, the balance in the Union is 
askew, and Douglas felt, as you said Buchanan felt earlier in the 
1830s, that the antislavery agitation would destroy the Union. 
Douglas felt you can’t argue, in the political context, you can’t 
argue moral arguments because there is no compromise, there is 
no way minds can meet. Southerners have their standards of moral¬ 
ity, and Northerners have their standards of morality and never 
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the twain shall meet. And he said, a number of times, the only way 
this question would be settled was through fighting or bloodshed, 
a bloody civil war. Of course, that’s what happened. 

Smith: Here you have two people who apparently agree with each 
other on most of these policies, and yet Buchanan does everything 
he possibly can to keep Douglas from getting elected president in 
1860 and senator in 1858. My question simply is, Did personal 
relations play that big a part in keeping these two people at each 
other’s throat? 

Johannsen: Yes, I think it fed on itself. Douglas did feel aggrieved 
that he wasn’t consulted by Buchanan. . . . 

Smith: I think it’s significant that Douglas claimed that he spent 
$42,000 of his own money helping Buchanan get elected, and Bu¬ 
chanan wrote him a letter of thanks addressed to The Honorable 
Samuel A. Douglas. That would upset anybody. 

Johannsen: Do you think that was a deliberate slight? 

Smith: Are you going to say that he didn’t know Douglas’s first 
name? 

Fehrenbacher: Maybe he was getting old. [ Laughter ] Bob, let me 
ask you one further question about Douglas in the break with Bu¬ 
chanan. Would you be willing to agree, to some extent, that Doug¬ 
las by 1858 had come to recognize that as far as his constituency 
in Illinois was concerned he was carrying all the Southern weight 
that he could and, in fact, had to make some gesture toward anti¬ 
slavery in order to stay in power? 

Johannsen: Well, you use the word gesture and carrying weight, 
suggesting the problem was sincerity. 

Fehrenbacher: No, no. I wouldn’t want to exclude that but I’m 
saying that simply as a matter of political strategy, the same strat¬ 
egy that Lincoln would use and did, in what Lincoln had to say 
about Negro equality. Wasn’t Douglas consulting political strategy 
to some extent for his own benefit in the stand that he took against 
Lecompton? 

Johannsen: Sure. You’re absolutely right. He was simply reflecting 
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the wisdom of his constituents and he was simply building on state¬ 
ments he had made in 1854 and 1850 and even the late 1840s. There 
was nothing new about his stand. In fact in 1858, he confronted 
Lincoln, questioned Lincoln’s irrepressible conflict notion. It’s ex¬ 
actly what he’s afraid of. Let me just add, when he questioned 
Lincoln’s use of the “house divided” metaphor, Lincoln responded, 
“Mr. Douglas, your quarrel is not with me, but with a higher au¬ 
thority,” because this was a paraphrase of Jesus Christ, “A house 
divided against itself cannot stand.” He said, “If you believe that 
a house divided can stand, then you’re at war with our Savior, not 
with me.” 

Birkner: If I could exercise a moderator’s privilege here, I think 
old Buck deserves to be factored back into the action. It seems to 
me whether we are dealing with a sympathetic view of Buchanan’s 
presidency such as you get in the biography by Professor Klein or 
a less than sympathetic reading such as you get in America in 1857, 
a recent book by Professor Stampp, Buchanan has to make some 
very hard decisions about the Kansas issue. We can’t leave Kansas 
out of the story quite so readily perhaps as Professor Johannsen 
would have us do. I would like to ask Professor Stampp about 
something that intrigues me, because I hadn’t read it until I looked 
at his book, and that is the kinds of options that Buchanan had in 
1857. It seems that his options were, perhaps, broader than is typi¬ 
cally thought. Would you comment on that? 

Stampp: Well, I think he had two options. One, doing what he did, 
which was disastrous; and the other, doing what he said he was 
going to do. And that was to insist that the Lecompton Constitution 
be submitted to an honest vote, the whole constitution. He made 
the commitment in his inaugural address, where he talked about 
submitting the document. He made the commitment to Robert J. 
Walker when Walker agreed to be governor of Kansas. Walker sent 
a note to Buchanan saying, “It is my understanding that you and 
your cabinet are in agreement with my proposal that this constitu¬ 
tion must be submitted for ratification.” Walker mentioned that 
in his inaugural address in Kansas and told the delegates to the 
convention that he would urge Congress not to admit Kansas if 
the constitution were not submitted for ratification. He got a lot of 
static out of the South, and Buchanan’s organ, the Washington 
Union, stood by Walker. Buchanan wrote a letter to Walker on 12 
July 1857, saying, “I will stand or fall on my commitment of the 
submission of the constitution for ratification.” There is no evi- 
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dence whatsoever that Buchanan indicated that he was breaking 
away from that until the Lecompton convention executed that, so 
called, juggle, of letting the people vote for the future admission of 
slaves or not. But, by providing that, the slaves there would con¬ 
tinue in slavery, and Buchanan suddenly discovered then that 
that’s what he had meant all along. He had never intended that the 
whole constitution be submitted to ratification. The only important 
issue, as he expressed through [Jeremiah] Black in an editorial in 
the Washington Union, was the question of the further admission 
of slaves into Kansas. As far as the slaves already in Kansas, he 
said the Dred Scott decision protected them. Which is utter non¬ 
sense. The Dred Scott decision did no such thing. Any state had 
the right to abolish slavery, whatever slavery there was in that 
state. The Dred Scott decision did not abolish that right. He 
claimed that was the only issue, and it wasn’t the only issue. The 
Lecompton Constitution rigged representation in Kansas. It pro¬ 
vided that all the fraudulent votes that had been cast in Magee 
County and Oxford precinct were to be counted as legal, and repre¬ 
sentation was to be based on the illegal votes that had been cast. 
There were questions involving the expenditure of money for inter¬ 
nal improvements; there were questions for banking; there were 
questions for the location of the capital of Kansas. All of them were 
crucial issues, and it’s probably true that the people in Kansas, the 
majority in Kansas, wouldn’t have voted for that constitution if it 
had been written by the most honest body of men you could imag¬ 
ine. They weren’t going to have anything to do with the Lecompton 
Constitution, and one of the arguments used against submitting it 
was that if they had submitted it, it would have been voted down 
by the people, so what’s the point of submitting it, they won’t even 
consider it. You’ve got to go behind the motives of the voters. If 
they vote against it for the wrong reasons, they have no right to 
be given the chance to vote for it in the first place. It was an 
unbelievable switch in strategy on Buchanan’s part. But let me say 
this in defense of Buchanan. Buchanan really thought he could 
pull it off and, remember, he came awfully close. He got it through 
the Senate easily. He came within eight votes of getting that ap¬ 
proved by the House of Representatives. Five votes the other way 
would have switched it. If they could have bought five more men, 
they could have passed it. [ Laughter ] And you know, I don’t know 
whether Buchanan ever thought about this, but Douglas had really 
set a precedent for him. Douglas had raised a hell of a fuss back 
in 1854 with his Kansas-Nebraska Act, and two years later the 
Democrats won the presidential election again. This is 1857, Bu- 
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chanan was raising a hell of a fuss, but supposing he brought Kan¬ 
sas in under the Lecompton Constitution, as he almost did. What 
would have been the situation in 1860? I don’t know. But he might 
have thought, they’ll cool off by 1860 and we’ll have a harmonious 
convention and a chance to win the presidency again. It was a bad 
guess. It was a terrible miscalculation. But it almost did work. 

Fehrenbacher: He thought, didn’t he, that by 1860, Kansas as an 
independent state would have abolished slavery? 

Stampp: Right. 

Birkner: So far it seems as if the Buchanan presidency goes into a 
black hole after the Lecompton Constitution fight plays down. I’m 
just curious whether any of our panelists here, as part of this reas¬ 
sessment, want to say anything about the fact that we tend as 
historians to focus on the Lecompton Constitution, or some foreign 
policy episodes as Professor May spoke about this morning, and 
then we proceed to the secession crisis. Is this, as Professor Jo- 
hannsen suggests, an understudied presidency? 

Smith: It seems to me that Phil Klein has told us all that we ever 
need to know about Buchanan as a person. He was a highly intelli¬ 
gent, extremely ambitious man who wanted to be president. Over 
a long period he had formed a great many personal friendships 
with Southerners, I suspect because they were the ones who left 
their wives at home when they came to Washington, and so he 
spent his time in Washington with Southerners at boarding houses 
and so on. He obviously had very deep personal affections there 
and, so when he gets into the White House and become president, 
he acts on these emotions and these ideas and these feelings that 
he has. I don’t know what else we would try to learn about him. 
Professor Johannsen says that we need to learn more about him. 
Where would we start? 

Stampp: Professor Summers gave us some idea of what was going 
on between 1857 and 1860, and that’s an important part of the 
Buchanan administration. 

Birkner: I see that Professor Klein is seeking the floor and I think 
he’s entitled to it. 

[Philip S. Klein stands up from the floor and speaks in favor of 
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Buchanan’s plan for Kansas since it was likely to result in the 
freeing of slaves in Kansas.] 

Smith: Could a majority, was a majority big enough to amend the j 
constitution? And the Lecompton Constitution said you can’t j 
change it until 1864. 

Fehrenbacher: From the Northern viewpoint, why should the 
Free-Soil majority in Kansas have to accept slave-state status, and 
then abolish slavery later on. At least that was their attitude and 
that’s why they rejected it. I’d like to ask Professor Johannsen, ! 
why did Douglas reject the English compromise, which would have ! 
seemed to have met most of his objections? 

Stampp: Let me give one reason. Senator [David C.] Broderick ; 
said that, if he endorsed any compromise, he was going to publicly 'j 
denounce Douglas. Douglas did waver but the anti-Lecompton | 
Democrats got to him and threatened him if he broke away, and ; 
so he changed his mind and denounced it. 

Johannsen: At the same time, he regarded that compromise as | 
being kind of a compromise of his initial position and his stringent 1 
insistence that this was a travesty on popular sovereignty. The f 
constitution should have been presented in its entirety to the | 
electorate. 

Fehrenbacher: But everyone knew it was a Southern surrender Ij 
agreement, a face-saving Southern surrender. 

Johannsen: The English bill? Yes. That’s right, because Southern- | 
ers faced the prospect if they did win the Lecompton Constitution, 
if they did bring Kansas into the Union as a slave state, it would 
be a Republican slave state and that so confused the situation. But \ 
Douglas felt that the constitution should be submitted without a 
lot of this compromise language. 

Stampp: He wanted a flat vote for or against the Lecompton Con¬ 
stitution and the English bill phrased it in such a way it was a 
subterfuge. It sounded as if they were voting on the land grant, 
and that’s what the Republicans objected to, that’s what most of 
the anti-Lecompton Democrats objected to, and that’s ultimately, 
when Douglas denounced it, that’s the point he made. Well, he 
made two points actually, and that is for not ratifying it, there was 
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a penalty, and that is they wouldn’t be admitted to statehood until 
they had the 93,000 or whatever population was required, whereas, 
if they ratified it, they’d be admitted to statehood immediately, 
and Douglas said that is unfair. It penalized them for rejecting the 
constitution and rewarded them for ratifying it. So it’s another joke. 

Birkner: We are going to come in a moment or two to the end of 
the formal part of an informal session, so that people in the audi¬ 
ence will have the opportunity to ask their questions. Before we 
do though I wanted to give Professor Fehrenbacher a chance to 
comment on the debate on the African slave trade, the opening of 
which some Southerners were for and some were not. Professor 
Fehrenbacher has a comment I think he would like to share with us. 

Fehrenbacher: Very briefly, I won’t go into any detail but I will 
say, simply, that there were two slave-trade crises that Buchanan 
faced. One was the effort by certain Southerners to revive the 
African slave trade, both by direct action, in the case of actually 
going and getting slaves in the case of the ship Wanderer, and also 
urging a repeal of the federal laws against it. Buchanan took a 
definite stand against that. The other thing is that a crisis with 
England over the British search of American ships involved in the 
slave trade to Cuba, which was the only slave trade that Americans 
had been involved in for forty years. And the Buchanan administra¬ 
tion in rejecting British intervention, took the stand that the United 
States could do its own law enforcing and, therefore, was under 
some obligation to do a better job of law enforcing. As a result— 
this is something that few people know—the Buchanan administra¬ 
tion has the best record of any administration on suppression of 
the African slave trade. More slave ships were captured in the 
Buchanan administration, and particularly in the years 1859, 1860, 
and 1861, than in any previous administration by far. And one of 
those ships captured was the Erie, which was captained by a cer¬ 
tain Nathaniel Gordon, who some of you may remember was the 
only person ever executed for slave trading under American law, 
and Lincoln refused to commute his sentence or pardon him. He 
was actually hanged. But he was arrested during the Buchanan 
administration. 

Stampp: There is another point to be made. He was taken to New 
York and tried there, and not in Florida or Georgia. 
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Fort Pickens, in Pensacola Harbor, Florida, remained in federal hands during the 
secession crisis as Buchanan worked out a compromise with Floridians whereby the 
garrison could be supplied but not reinforced. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 


Smith: He had a lot of people arrested but nobody convicted up 
till Gordon. 


Fehrenbacher: No. In a number of other criminal trials, Southern¬ 
ers had refused to convict. But the arrest was during the Buchanan 
administration. 


Birkner: I’d like to get the panelists briefly, to give us a one-minute 
reassessment of Buchanan. If they prefer not to express a personal 
opinion, I’d like them to tell us where they think Buchanan studies 
ought to be going. If I could ask them each to be brief so that 
the audience could then have a shot. I thought we’d start with 
Professor Johannsen. 


Johannsen: Well, one thing I would like to point out, one thing I 
would like to suggest here in addition to what I said already about 
knowing more about Buchanan, studying him further, is a new 
look at Buchanan during the secession crisis, and especially the 8 
January message to Congress, which I find almost not mentioned 
at all in the books on Buchanan and in other studies of the seces- 
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sion crisis. And yet as I read that message, 8 January 1861, I was 
reminded of Abraham Lincoln on 4 March 1961, and I find Lincoln 
echoing the points that Buchanan made in that special message. 
And I hesitate to present this because people are going to jump all 
over me because of what I’m saying about Lincoln. But it seems 
to me that there is a linkage, and I wish I had time before coming 
here to look into this, to see to what extent Lincoln’s newspaper 
in Springfield reported these things, made these points, and so 
forth. A great many Northern people supported this message, sup¬ 
ported Buchanan in these statements, including Dr. Stampp, in 
And the War Came. So I think here is a point that ought to be 
reached, that Buchanan’s stiffening position with respect to the 
Union and his statements in the 8 January message in which he 
says “the right and duty of the federal government to use military 
force defensively against those who resist federal officers in the 
execution of their legal functions and against those who assail the 
property of the federal government is clear and undeniable.” And 
that’s italicized. He emphasizes that statement, and we find that 
echoed in Lincoln’s inaugural. Well, Lincoln gets all the credit; we 
should give some credit to James Buchanan. 

Stampp: Let me amplify that a bit, because that’s what I wanted 
to talk about. Having given a rather negative assessment at the 
beginning, I would like to say that I absolutely agree with Professor 
Johannsen that his response to the secession crisis was altogether 
honorable and not only in his message of 8 January but in his 
regular message, which was so much maligned in the public press. 
What he did in that message was to say exactly what Lincoln said. 
There is a difference between enforcing the law and protecting 
American property and coercing a state, and Buchanan denied the 
right of the federal government to coerce a state and so did Lin¬ 
coln. But he also said that the government had the right to protect 
its property. He said further that the powers of the president, as 
then defined by federal law, were not adequate, and he threw it up 
to Congress to provide additional powers and the Congress never 
did, even after the South left the Union, and resigned from Con¬ 
gress and the Republicans had a majority. In January and February, 
1861, the Republicans did absolutely nothing to strengthen the 
power of the president. Lincoln, of course, had to go beyond the 
power of the president; that Buchanan was not willing to do. In his 
message of 8 January, he made the same point: he refused to recog¬ 
nize the right of a state to secede; he defended the right of the 
federal government to repel aggression against the federal govern- 
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Cartoon in early 1861 portrays Buchanan as eager to thrust aside his responsibilities 
to Fort Sumter. Buchanan is seen urging South Carolina Governor Pickens not to 
fire on Sumter “till I get out of office.” Published by Currier and Ives. Courtesy of 
Dickinson College. 

ment; he insisted that he had no intentions, and it was illegal, to 
coerce a state. It was a meaningless distinction, but Lincoln made 
it and so did Buchanan, and Buchanan left office without compro¬ 
mising Lincoln; the Confederacy had not been recognized. He had 
not launched a war, and he had every right to feel that this crisis 
belonged to Lincoln. It was awful that one had to wait four months 
for a new president to come in, but I think Buchanan did what was 
the right thing for him to do during that period. Another place 
where he differs from Lincoln, of course, is that he kept advocating 
compromise and Lincoln did everything that he could do to prevent 
compromise. But as far as protecting the integrity of the Union, I 
think Buchanan’s record is first-rate during the secession crisis. 

Johannsen: Even Lincoln endorsed compromise. During his inau¬ 
gural address, he said if you come up with an amendment in Con¬ 
gress to solve this problem. I’ll support it. 

Stampp: Well, that’s not a compromise because no Southerner said 
that was adequate. 
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Fehrenbacher: Two men could say approximately the same thing, 
but they’ve said it out of totally different backgrounds, and that’s 
what made the difference. Lincoln said it out of an antislavery 
background and back of Buchanan was thirty years and more of 
pro-Southern, anti-antislavery service and actions, and the credi¬ 
bility of the two when they said these things—similar things—was, 
therefore, very different, at least, throughout the North. 

Stampp: Can I make one point? And that is that Jefferson Davis 
said, “If Abraham Lincoln follows the policy of James Buchanan, 
we’re going to have a civil war.” So Jefferson Davis saw no 
difference. 

Fehrenbacher: But Northerners remembered Buchanan for what 
he had been and that is why, I think, that much more needs to be 
done with investigating more thoroughly Buchanan’s earlier his¬ 
tory set against the background of what was going on during his 
more than twenty years in Congress in order to understand why 
he believed, and I think he sincerely believed, that the one major 
problem of his time, the one that was above all others, was that of 
preventing the breakup of the Union as a result of slavery agitation. 
And I think that he acted on those terms until maybe right at the 
very end, when circumstances were going to force him to depart 
them. 

Smith: My primary criticism of Buchanan rests on the fact that 
the only way really you were going to prevent secession was to 
prevent the election of a Republican president, and so everything 
you did that created the wrong image or an anti-Democratic image, 
or an anti-Southern image, and made it stronger in the North in¬ 
creased the possibility that a Republican candidate in 1860 would, 
as Lincoln did, get enough Northern votes to win the presidency 
even though he had only 40 percent of the total vote. Certainly, 
the Lecompton Constitution played a great role in causing a lot of 
Democrats to become Republicans, a lot of former Know-Nothings 
to become Republicans. If the Lecompton Constitution had passed 
that would have been even greater. That’s one man’s opinion. I 
thoroughly agree with Professor Stampp about Buchanan’s role in 
the crisis. He stood firm. He would not accept any Southerners as 
delegates. He said you come here as private citizens. He made it 
clear that he would maintain control of the forts. His reputation 
has suffered a good deal because of the out-and-out falsehoods of 
General Winfield Scott. Buchanan wanted to reinforce Fort Sumter 
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Artist’s rendering of Fort Sumter, before the South Carolina bombardment of April 
1861 sparked the Civil War. Courtesy of Dickinson College. 

with the U.S.S. Brooklyn and Scott talked him out of it, so they 
sent the smaller, weak, unarmed ship that was driven away. Scott 
later implied that he was the one who wanted to send the Brooklyn, 
and Buchanan had talked him out of it. This is not true. Buchanan 
did stand firm. If he had given up Fort Sumter, Lincoln would not 
have had his cause for the war. Fort Sumter was still on the plate 
for Lincoln because Buchanan did stand firm in this crisis. 

Birkner: Let’s open the floor to questions now. 

Member of the Audience: Would somebody comment, please, on 
Buchanan’s views on Manifest Destiny? 

Stampp: He was for it. 

Robert May: I know I’ve already had my say, but in response to 
Michael Birkner mentioning the black hole of Buchanan’s presi¬ 
dency, something might be added about his foreign policy. Recently 
we’ve had several presidents in this country who have been de- 
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scribed as foreign policy presidents—that is, that they had no do¬ 
mestic agenda. It seems to me that James Buchanan, who vetoed 
various kinds of internal development bills, was a president who 
essentially had a foreign policy agenda. Buchanan intended to be 
a foreign policy president, and had the idea of resolving the Utah 
problem and the slavery in the territories problem smack at the 
beginning of his presidency, which would leave him free to follow 
a Manifest Destiny kind of agenda that he had set a long time 
earlier. Although he did not approve of illegal expansion, that is, 
filibustering, he definitely approved of buying Cuba, of a protector¬ 
ate over northern Mexico, and things like that, as well as of com¬ 
mercial expansion—which many scholars have pointed out was a 
rising thing in the country. If he could arrange markets in Asia, 
the whole country would prosper. So I would throw that out as a 
possible interpretive handle for Buchanan’s presidency. Slavery 
could go on forever with Cuba as its source. The South would 
always have a supply of slaves. As Professor Fehrenbacher and 
others have said, this is an anti-antislavery president. He did not 
love the peculiar institution. Philip Klein’s biography makes it clear 
that he criticized slavery in the abstract but he certainly did not 
have an antislavery soul. I think he would have tolerated a perpetu¬ 
ation of slavery indefinitely. 

Smith: He sent 2,500 men and nineteen ships up the Parana River 
against Paraguay and I’ve never figured out what he hoped to gain 
from this. He was avenging the murder of one American. 

Birkner: In his fascinating diary for this period, George Templeton 
Strong was obsessed with Buchanan’s lack of backbone. People did 
talk about it. Would any of the panelists like to comment upon this? 

Johannsen: I would suggest that this is a period of time when the 
United States looked upon the presidency as a weaker branch of 
the government than the legislative branch. Since the Polk adminis¬ 
tration, perhaps, it’s the Congress that exercised the leadership in 
the nation. This is off the top of my head but I think that’s probably 
the case. You have a series of more or less passive presidents. This 
is what makes the contrast with Lincoln, that was drawn the other 
day, so glaring because Lincoln harks back to the old Jacksonian 
concept. But this is a period of weak executives or at least of a 
perception that this is the way it ought to be—weak executives, 
strong legislative branch. . . . 
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Member of the Audience: What evidence do we have that Bu¬ 
chanan communicated directly with the Supreme Court in the Dred 
Scott decision? 

Fehrenbacher: We have letters. . . . Justice [John] Catron is the 
one that he corresponded with first, and then Catron urged him to 
bring some pressure on Grier. He wrote to Grier and Grier replied. 
So we have that correspondence. 

Smith: I’d like to say something quickly on this, on whether it 
made any difference. I think if Buchanan and Douglas had liked 
each other, presented a united front, brought about a fair and hon¬ 
est election in Kansas, which would have gone Free-Soil, I don’t 
think the Democratic Party would have lost the South and, I think, 
they would have kept a lot of Democrats from going Republican 
in 1860. I think it could have made a big difference. 

Johannsen: At the same time, we get awfully close here at times 
to a kind of devil thing with respect to the Civil War. I think William 
Gienapp said somewhere yesterday that Buchanan made the seces¬ 
sion crisis, or the North-South crisis, insolvable. 

Gienapp: No, I didn’t say that. 

Johannsen: I wrote it down. Anyway, it’s because of Buchanan 
that the Democratic Party splits, and it’s because of that the Repub¬ 
licans win in 1860. We have people, apparently this is a kind of 
neorevisionist point of view, the Blundering Generation, and Bu¬ 
chanan was the chief blunderer who brings about the Civil War. 

Birkner: We have time for two more questions and then we’re going 
to have to pursue questions more informally. 

Member of the Audience: I would like to ask these gentlemen— 
we may never get a chance to do this again, since they know Bu¬ 
chanan so well—to give us each a brief analysis of Buchanan’s 
character. 

Stampp: I’ll use a few adjectives to try to—cautious, conservative. 
He really disliked agitators. He happened to focus on abolitionists, 
but, I think, he probably would have had the same feelings toward 
women’s rights agitators, temperance agitators, and all the other 
agitators. He hated abolitionists; he hated Republicans. It was un- 


THE PRESIDENCY OF JAMES BUCHANAN: A REASSESSMENT 201 

realistic, but he really did feel, as many Democrats did, and as 
they frequently virtually said, that the Republican Party was an 
illegitimate political organization because it was a standing threat 
to the survival of the Union and because it was a sectional party. 
He believed these things and, therefore, in his eyes, it was a per¬ 
fectly legitimate agenda to stop sectional agitation. He felt, “What 
good does it do? It doesn’t do any good for slaves or anyone.” 
Moreover, Buchanan accepted Southerners’ assurances that the 
slaves are well cared for it because it’s in the interest of their 
masters and that they are being civilized and that we could only 
make things worse by agitating for the abolition of slavery. That’s 
not exactly proslavery, but it comes awfully close to it. 

Smith: I have a theory. He’s a bachelor. He has an affectionate 
nature. He desperately needs affection. He doesn’t want to be 
lonely. He doesn’t like being lonely, and so when he goes to Wash¬ 
ington, he takes up with the people who are also without their 
wives and kids there, and they give him affection and they win his 
affection. And, I think, there is this deep personal affection for a 
number of Southerners, because they were the ones that he was 
put in with when he went to Washington. I think that has a big 
impact on the way he felt. I think our personal friendship and our 
personal relationships have a lot to do with our behavior. 

Stampp: Well, there are some qualifications there. Some of them 
did bring their wives, and he loved their wives. 

Smith: Well, that’s true too. The ones that came with their wives 
were always trying to match him up with somebody. 

Fehrenbacher: I think the adjective erratic should be added to 
cautious. He was basically cautious, prudent—but he could be rash 
and stubborn. And the rashness is indicated, I think, in the move 
into Utah before he had enough information to be really justified. 

Johannsen: He was a very stiff, uncompromising individual once 
he made up his mind. A constitutionalist, devoted to the constitu¬ 
tion. An individual who treasured law, order, and stability. . . . 

Fehrenbacher: I believe, like all politicians of that time, he was a 
constitutionalist only when it was to his advantage to be that. I 
think you could overstress his clinging to the constitution. He, like 
most Democrats, refused to accept the ruling of John Marshall that 
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a national bank was constitutional. And the Democratic Party kept 
in its platform, right down through 1856, a statement that Congress 
had no power to incorporate a bank. And he was asked, “If you 
urge people to obey the Supreme Court with respect to the Dred 
Scott case, why did you take this stand against the Court’s decision 
with regard to a bank?” 

Johannsen: When I say constitutionalist, it’s according to his inter¬ 
pretation always. 

Birkner: I see a number of hands here, which would suggest that 
you haven’t looked at your watches and noticed that we’ve been 
going for two hours. However, before I close this, I see Phil Klein 
and, I think, we owe him a debt of gratitude for his pioneering 
work on Buchanan. [ Applause ] 
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